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Abstract
In the past several years, the Tampa Bay area has experienced a reckoning with regard to
the intentional erasure, destruction, and abandonment of historic African American cemeteries
such as Zion Cemetery in Tampa or St. Matthews Baptist Church Cemetery in Clearwater.
Scholars, journalists, community members, archaeologists, and others have contributed to a
growing movement that aims to identify and document these sacred sites in an effort to prevent
further destruction. In this vein, this project aimed to identify and record cemeteries in Polk
County, examine the processes leading to the erasure of historic Black cemeteries, the history
surrounding erasure on a county scale, and to provide a framework for researching and
documenting historic Black cemeteries in the Jim Crow South. Prior to this project, only four
historic Black cemeteries were documented in the Florida Master Site File for Polk
County, which records cultural resources and sites throughout Florida. The resulting efforts of
this project produced documentation for an additional 60 historic cemeteries, 13 of which are
historic African American cemeteries. Identification was completed through extensive archival
research, property records, pedestrian survey, and community outreach. Of the 13 newly
documented historic African American burial grounds, three were determined to be unmarked
and five were determined to have been erased or destroyed between the late 19th and mid-20th
centuries resulting in their erasure from the modern landscape. My research suggests that the
destruction of these sites is connected to industrial development throughout the county and these
instances of erasure are representative of larger structural inequalities present throughout the Jim
Crow South.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
On a national scale, efforts to promote historic sites of heritage that are representative of
Black history, lives, and experiences are unremittingly deficient. This inadequacy has resulted in
an underrepresentation of Black people and histories in the tangible and intangible aspects of
U.S. heritage. In the Jim Crow South, the issue is further compounded by the ideologies and
practices of past and present legal, social, economic, and political systems that remain entangled
with white supremacy (Hargrove 2009:93, Kendi 2017, Rothstein 2017). Florida, as a state
situated within the Jim Crow landscape, is no stranger to this underrepresentation and erasure,
and continues to contribute to a historical narrative of exclusion. In recent years, the Florida
Department of State, community groups, and heritage professionals have become increasingly
aware of the injustices that have occurred historically within our landscape in the form of
cemetery erasure. Currently, these groups and individuals are working to preserve existing
historic Black burial grounds in addition to rectifying the horrendous acts of systemic erasure
that have destroyed many of these sacred spaces throughout the state. This thesis contributes to
this restorative work by focusing on cemeteries in Polk County, Florida, examining the historical
and contemporary injustices that have led to the abandonment, erasure and neglect of Black
cemeteries. Further, I evaluate the current condition of cemeteries in Polk County identified
through archival research and have submitted forms for those not listed in Florida Master Site
Files to help prevent further destruction or erasure.
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I argue that the patterns of erasure and displacement plaguing historic Black cemeteries
throughout the Jim Crow South can be seen as reflections of the immense legal, economic,
political and social inequalities tied to colonial powers such as white supremacy that have
transcended the racialized landscapes of living communities into the post-mortem landscape
(Breu 2020, Forren et al 2018, Hargrove 2009, Lemke 2020, Mbembe 2006, Shackel 2003,
Vadasaria 2015). The construction of local geographies is characterized by acts of erasure that
have devalued the sacred spaces of death for disenfranchised populations (Alderman and Modlin
2014, Garman 2020, Kobayashi and Peake 2000, Lemke 2020, Lipsitz 2007, Seidemann and
Halling 2019, Trudeau 2006). The entanglement of these spaces with the politics of erasure has
defied time, in that historic Black burial grounds are still inexplicably facing threats of
intentional and unintentional erasure, destruction, and dereliction.
In the last decade Black burial ground erasure has been acknowledged as a widespread
issue in the Southeastern United States. Post-emancipation Black communities in the South were
often faced with codified and social exclusion, forced to establish segregated cemeteries,
communities/neighborhoods, churches, businesses, and entertainment venues within the margins
of the racialized landscape (Jackson 2020, Lemke 2020, Rainville 2009, Rainville 2014, West
2015). In the Tampa Bay region, the rediscovery of numerous historic African American
cemeteries that lay beneath government housing communities, massive parking lots, and local
government buildings has brought the issue to the forefront of public and academic discourse
(Guzzo 2020, Guzzo 2021, Hayes 2020, Morrow 2020, Shalabi 2021). In Tampa, amateur
historian Ray Reed was researching historic burial records when he came across records
associated with Zion Cemetery which ceased to exist within the modern limits of Tampa Bay
(Guzzo 2019). Reed’s was the beginning of a reckoning between the City of Tampa, local
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scholars, and local organizations that came to understand how predatory land use during Jim
Crow has resulted in the erasure of the first African American Cemetery in Tampa, Zion
Cemetery. When the story broke, the Tampa Housing Authority emphasized their desire to plan
for an archaeological survey and management of the cemetery which included consulting
descendants and the residents who were unknowingly living atop the cemetery were offered
compensation for relocation to create a memorialization of the erased burial ground (Blazonis
and De Jesus 2019). Since the initial discovery of this site various community groups,
organizations, and academics have joined in the movement to restore dignity and justice to these
spaces.
In Jacksonville, Florida the destruction of the Eastport African American Cemetery in
Jacksonville made news headlines, bringing a statewide awareness to this long-standing problem.
This cemetery was previously documented in the 1941 WPA archive but as years passed
ownership changed hands and the cemetery was overtaken by vegetation. The Florida
Department of Transportation requested a cultural resource survey of the area as they had
intended to use it as a borrow pit for on ramp construction of I-295. However, the cultural
resource survey was unsuccessful, and archaeologists could not locate the cemetery. As a result,
subcontractors created a borrow pit unknowingly in the area where the cemetery remains were.
This resulted in the exhumation of the cemetery contents without notice. A majority of the
burials in addition to burial items were mistakenly used as road fill until human remains and a
headstone were spotted during the filling process for the road (May 2020, Goodridge 2020,
Cosby 2021).
Until recently, many of these instances remained under the radar of local preservation
specialists. A lack of cooperation from local city and county governments, whether due to
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funding or general avoidance of the historical truth, has created an addition layer of complexity
for descendant and local communities, and preservation professionals working to enact palpable
change through legislation, awareness, community outreach, and action. These issues are often
accompanied by ambiguous or private ownership and a lack of local government involvement
because of this. In many scenarios these erased cemeteries remained unacknowledged until the
development projects received federal funding or permitting requiring a Section 106 Review per
the National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA). Even so, if the boundaries of a cemetery extend
onto private property not included in development planning or the scope of the Section 106
Review then it is left out of the investigation. While scenarios involving cemetery erasure in
Tampa Bay are unfortunately plentiful, and more have yet to be revealed, the issue is not limited
to the bounds of Hillsborough County or the State of Florida (Lemke 2020, Seidemann and
Halling 2019, Ransone 2021). An unfortunate reality is that historic Black cemeteries are much
more susceptible to destruction, vandalism, and erasure than nearby historically white
cemeteries. Segregation, systemic and institutionalized racism, as well as distinctive mortuary
traditions may result in the complete loss or damage to these centers of culture and reverence
(Lemke 2020:605-606). In turn, cemeteries that represent the disenfranchised populations in the
Jim Crow South are at a higher risk of remaining unacknowledged and intentionally
undocumented. In addition to other nuanced aspects, the absences in documentation and an
avoidance of accountability on behalf of local governments to preserve these spaces has helped
to facilitate the continuation of this historic process of erasure. Sacred cemeteries of segregated
communities become “lost” and eventually slip into invisibility within the physical landscape,
maps, documents, and property records. Across the South, segregated cemeteries, living spaces,
and other fragments of the past should be preserved and studied to contribute to a much more
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truthful historical narrative that does not decentralize race, racism, and segregation. For example,
Jackson (2010) establishes a call to action for Anthropology wide focus on segregated spaces.

“My call for anthropology of an Anthropology of Segregated Spaces as a focused and
concentration initiative recognizes Shackel’s (2003) conclusion as well as previous
scholarship. It responds to the urgent need today to continue to transform interpretations
and representations that ignore the historical centrality of underrepresented groups
(especially those identified as non-White) to America’s story in the public memory.
[Jackson 2010:89]”
While media and local governments may just now be bringing the issue to light, Black
people and Black communities impacted by the legacy of segregation socially and legally, have
been making the same effort for years to catch the attention of those in power only to be taken
seriously when the local, state, or federal government feels the need to check a box for inclusion
and diversity, or the media highlights a particular case (Inwood Oudekerk 2021, Geggis 2021,
Rhee 2021, Martinez 2021, Oladipo 2021, Render 2021).
With all that is circulating in the media and within communities regarding historic Black
cemetery erasure, Hillsborough County Representative Fentrice Driskell and Florida Senator
Janet Cruz sponsored a bill to form a 10-member task force with the goal of delivering a report to
legislature with recommendations for identifying, erased, forgotten, or lost historic Black
cemeteries. Similar efforts brought on by the state legislature in 1998 fell short of resolving the
multitude of issues surrounding lost, abandoned, damaged, or erased cemeteries throughout the
state. HB 37 was signed in June of 2021 by Governor Ron Desantis and thus the task force was
formed (Florida Division of Historical Resources Abandoned African-American Cemeteries
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Task Force 2021). This assembly of experts is a compilation of archaeologists and
anthropologists from the University of South Florida, the Florida Bureau of Archaeological
Research (FDOS), the Florida African American Heritage Preservation Network, the Florida
Public Archaeology Network, the Florida Council of Churches, the NAACP, the cemetery
industry and local government. Individuals from each of these entities will be advising on longterm methods for honoring and preserving these sacred spaces with plans for report submission
by January of 2022 (Hayes 2021). Task force members have been involved in detailed discourse
in determining if local or state entities should be responsible for cemetery maintenance and if a
state-run program featuring archaeologists and other preservation professionals with the
Department of State will be the most successful in aiding in identification and preservation
(Downey 2021). The Florida Bureau of Archaeological Research (FBAR) is part of the Florida
Division of Historic Resources (FDHR) and all function under the supervision of the Florida
Department of State (FDOS). Other local efforts include The Black Cemetery Network
(https://blackcemeterynetwork.org) founded by USF Professor Antoinette Jackson, and the
African American Cemetery Alliance of Tampa Bay (https://www.aacatb.org).
The formation of the task force and the results of their analysis will provide a critically
thought out foundation for change. However, this is a massive statewide undertaking regarding
an issue that is far too enormous for just one entity to manage. If these sites are to be identified,
documented, and properly preserved, then we must act at local levels, within universities, local
governments, preservation boards, historical societies and so on. In doing this, we lessen the
unavoidable gaps caused by legal ambiguity, human error, and much more that will continue to
exist regarding cemetery legislation. This project utilizes archival research, community
outreach/communication, and non-invasive field methods to compile and document the statuses
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of various historic Black burial grounds in Polk County. Further, by documenting them in the
Florida Master Site File I have provided an additional level of awareness of the maintenance
status and their visibility within the modern Polk landscape in addition to compiling the histories
of these burial grounds. I intend to use this thesis research to construct a model, offering one
method for how scholars, community members, descendants, and local activists may begin to
address the issue of cemetery erasure on a county-by-county basis.
Research Design
My research seeks to understand the specific causes of erasure or dereliction, and the
socioeconomic or political aspects that have aided in the disappearance of these sacred spaces
from the modern landscape in Polk County. This thesis research was completed in partnership
with Luster African American Heritage Museum in Bartow, FL and the Florida Public
Archaeology Network. The results of this study may function as a county-scaled model of the
various efforts and overall time that is necessary to do basic background research in addition to
locating, identifying, and documenting historic Black Cemeteries that may be erased, derelict, or
threatened. The focus of this thesis is narrowed specifically to Polk County, a 2,011mi2
landscape located in Central Florida. With the efforts put forth to document the cemeteries
within the county, this work contributes to the question of how archaeologists and
anthropologists can act to prevent further loss and destruction through our expertise in both
archaeological and anthropological methods.
The application of this thesis research produced documentation for 60 historic cemeteries
in Polk County and determined that five of those cemeteries are erased historic Black cemeteries.
All historic burial grounds that could be identified during the project were submitted into the
Florida Master Site File (FMSF) along with historical background information, shapefiles, and
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maps. Further analysis of these cemeteries included gathering the examination of land use and
other landscape changes that may have contributed to the erasure of a cemetery, mapping
cemeteries, and field documentation that highlight the instances of erasure specific to historic
Black cemeteries in Polk County. The purpose of documenting these sites in the FMSF is to
contribute to an official inventory of Florida cemeteries registering them as cultural resources on
the Polk landscape, adding each cemetery to Florida’s historical record. When sites are accepted
into the FMSF they receive an identification number designating county and time of enlistment
and awareness at the state level by the State Historic Preservation Officer (SHPO). While this is
not a complete failsafe for these sites, it offers one layer of protection. The second stage will
involve submitting these sites to the Black Cemetery Network to encourage community
awareness for these spaces.
The FL SHPO is responsible for the state’s historic preservation program. Following the
documentation of these cemeteries in the FMSF, some of the sites may potentially be protected
through the process of NHPA Section 106. Section 106 requires that federal agencies consider
the potential effects of projects that they are carrying out, funding, or granting approval for.
Involved in the section 106 process is the action of Section 106 review which encourages federal
agencies to factor in the preservation of historic properties that may be harmed during
undertaking or development. State agencies such as the SHPO are consulted about potential
affects to historic properties. Process of Section 106 requires the gathering of information to
determine the area of potential effect (APE), exploring the options of avoidance or harm
reduction to historic properties within the APE, and consulting with SHPO until an agreement is
reached that resolves adverse effects. This unfortunately leaves those cemeteries not potentially
included in Section 106 review out of consideration.
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In some instances, Florida specific legislation such as the Emergency Archaeological
Property Acquisition Act of 1988 can be used to protect historic properties of statewide
archaeological significance. It works as a rapid method for acquiring the land to protect cultural
resources from impending development, natural events, or vandalism. A total of $2 million is
annually allocated to a state account of emergency land acquisitions of the sort. Under the
Florida Historical Resources Act (Florida’s antiquities law), material cultural with intrinsic
archaeological and historical value located on abandoned state-owned lands (or state-owned
submerged land) are vested to the Florida Division of Historical Resources (DHR) of the
Department of State (FDOS). Henceforth, the DHR may adopt rules to carry out their duties and
responsibility to the material culture, enter into contracts, and accept loans and gifts. If this
situation does arise the DHR acquires, maintains, interprets, preserves, exhibits, and makes said
material culture available for study. Furthermore, the DHR prohibits investigative activities on
lands defined as archaeological sites unless the interested party is granted a permit by the DHR.
In addition, there are several statutes pertaining to unmarked burials and remains
following their discovery and disturbance. Statute 872 addresses offenses concerning dead
bodies and graves and calls for an immediate halt to any activity that may disturb unmarked
burials. If a burial is older than 75 years, the jurisdiction of the case is then referred to the SHPO.
The SHPO must consult potential descendants, associated communities, tribes, or kin to dictate
proper disposition of the remains. The state archaeologist along with consulted parties (such as
descendant communities or tribal members) must determine if the burial is historically or
archaeologically significant and if so, assume ownership or craft a management in place plan or
disinterment plan. Following this step, a management report is completed to help determine if
development should proceed in the locality of the discovery. The aforementioned statutes are
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only two examples of the many that involve control and protection of cemeteries or rights of
descendants to cemetery property. Federal, state, and local legislation will be further discussed in
Chapter 2.
As previously mentioned, the purpose of this project is to document these sites in the
FMSF following archival research, identification through pedestrian survey, and condition
assessments. Archival research for this project primarily consisted of photographic and written
documentation that may be found in publicly accessible state and historic archives, within local
museum archives, or within county records. From that foundation, I have used archival data to
record the exact or general locations for each burial ground. Locations of the cemeteries were
then mapped in the Polk County Cemeteries geodatabase. The condition assessment, history of
ownership, and modern maintenance status were compiled for FMSF site file submission.
Additionally, in partnering with Florida Public Archaeology Network and the Luster African
American Heritage Museum I aim to create awareness within Polk County communities
regarding this research, and issue of historic Black cemetery erasure. In doing so, I anticipate that
additional information or input from community members will facilitate in the processes of
documentation and analysis. The final goal of thesis research is to identify the specific
socioeconomic and political causes of erasure specific to the county by examining patterns
between the differing cases of historic Black cemetery erasure.
In pursuing this work, I must acknowledge that I am a white woman aware of the
privileges that I have been afforded by birth in a nation deeply entangled with white supremacy.
It is my belief that this work is the moral obligation of academics and anthropologists who must
continue to work towards understanding the impacts and contribute to the dismantling of white
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supremacy and systemic racism. This is part of the goal of this research to use my privilege and
position in society and education to contribute to restorative justice and a more equitable future.
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Chapter 2: Relevant Literature
In this chapter I provide an overview of the theoretical perspectives framing my analysis
and interpretation. I construct a theoretical framework through an examination of relevant
studies, which include discourse on the racialization of geographies and landscapes, landscape
structural violence, the color line, critical race theory, and necropolitics. Finally, I provide a
background on the current federal, state, and local regulations regarding the protection and
preservation of African American burial grounds, human remains, and unmarked graves.
Landscape Structural Violence within Racialized Landscapes
The evolution of white supremacy and the ramifications of it during Jim Crow have
significantly influenced cultural, socioeconomic, political, and physical surroundings throughout
the southern United States (Rothstein 2017:40). The entanglement of white supremacy within
our political and legal systems, for example, have pre-determined where Black communities
have been allowed to settle and created intentionally flexible definitions of land ownership
pertaining to the rights of people color in developing and owning land (Rothstein 2017:122)).
White public officials (local/state/federal) have made decisions profoundly influenced by antiBlackness and spent decades of the twentieth century ensuring that Black people would be
treated as second class citizens with the objective of segregating and isolating Black
communities through a series of racial zoning laws, segregation practices, and other social or
legislative actions (Rothstein 2017:44). These policies and actions have facilitated the forced
displacement of Black communities from their homes, often resulting in the dereliction or
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complete erasure of the features left behind in the process of dislocation. In this context, the
terminology of Jim Crow South used within this thesis refers specifically to the states within the
Southern/Southeastern region of U.S. where segregation was codified through Jim Crow Laws at
state and local levels post-Reconstruction era (around 1877). The Jim Crow laws that were
enacted influenced the construction and organization of the physical, cultural, and social
landscape referred to as the Jim Crow landscape within this thesis.
Siedmann and Halling (2019) apply the concept of landscape structural violence to
understand how systemic oppression is expressed as inequalities through the physical spaces we
inhabit. This framework is particularly relevant to discussions centered around cemetery erasure
explored in this thesis. Structural violence focuses on the disparities of treatment for different
groups of humans by government institutions or the social majority (Seidmann and Halling
2019:670). The meaning of violence in this context is defined as visible and often indirect being
expressed systemically and as something that intentionally impedes personal growth (Farmer
2004 and Galtung 1969). The addition of landscapes as places where structural violence
transpires and is then weaponized is important to define as well. For this context, a landscape is
defined as a space that occupies both physical and cultural facets of human consciousness
through the conjunction of shared memories, cultural experience, and geographic features
interacted with by those who have constructed and used those features (Seidmann and Halling
2019:669). Cemeteries are part of these landscapes. These sacred spaces are more than a place
where the remains of loved ones are stored. They are considered features within a given
landscape that balance psychological and metaphysical meaning making them an epicenter for
collective memory and culture (Seidmann and Halling 2019:669). In years prior, the
conceptualization of structural violence has assisted in the analysis of the ways in which
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establishments have provoked violence against disenfranchised living people. The act of violence
is considered to transcend death for those marginalized groups resulting in the differential
treatment of human remains in the context of a post-mortem landscape (Seidmann and Halling
2019:671).
The racialization of landscapes, the spatialization of race, and critical race theory are
also valuable perspectives for analyzing the erasure and destruction of historic Black cemeteries
in Polk County. For this thesis, I am situating the circumstances that impacted Black
communities and their cemeteries within Polk County at an intersection of these theoretical
approaches. Critical race theory (CRT) is necessary to explore the causes of erasure as they
pertain to legality, politics, economics, and culture through the lens of structural racism. As
previously discussed, historical patterns of erasure, displacement, and the involvement of
government entities or policies have weighed heavily on fate of historic Black cemeteries and
heritage sites throughout the nation (Daniels 2018). CRT as a framework was developed within
legal studies, but the approach has quickly become an interdisciplinary perspective in many other
fields (Trevino et al. 2008:7). Kimberlé Crenshaw is one of the most influential and leading
scholars in the development of critical race theory (CRT). Crenshaw’s work examines
overlapping systems of oppression as well as intersectionality (Crenshaw et al. 1995). For this
thesis CRT is utilized to understand how white supremacy is expressed as more than outright
racist actions. This perspective recognizes the subtle forces entangled in ostensibly mundane
action and policy that many have the privilege of overlooking. This perspective argues that the
foundation of white supremacy in the United States has crafted a world that inherently promotes
the interests and privileges of those situated in legal, cultural, and social proximity to whiteness
(Gillborn 2015:278). While CRT is considered a theoretical approach, I agree with Trevino et al.
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(2008:9) that it acts as more of a hodgepodge umbrella term covering an abundance of analytical
tools that facilitate an intellectual movement of fluidity rather than a theory systematically
constructed and agreed upon by each practitioner applying it to research (Trevino et al. 2008:10).
Additionally, CRT is not without flaw and this needs to be acknowledged before moving
further into its applications in this thesis. Scholars have argued (Gillborn 2015, Hobbel and
Chapman 2009, Trevino et al. 2008) that this perspective took decades to move beyond a
simplified Black and white binary, which previously excluded consideration for the multifaceted
reality of marginalization. Marginalization should be examined beyond a binary to include
gender, race, colorism, ethnicity, and much more. Critiques suggest that this approach does have
a place in research so long as it is employed on an axis of intersectionality, reinforcing the
understanding that identity is complex, and racism and disenfranchisement are experienced
differently based on the complexities of identity (Gillborn 2015:279). Broadly, CRT stresses the
need for examining racism economically, socially, and historically, while the addition of
intersectionality expands those understandings to include consideration for nuances pertaining to
personal, cultural, and social identity (Gillborn 2015:278).
With CRT rooted in legal studies, it becomes especially helpful for examining the
racialized local, state, and national landscape that are relevant to this thesis. In terms of policy
and legislation enforced upon communities of color from the late eighteenth through the
twentieth century Richard Rothstein’s 2017 book The Color of Law: A Forgotten History of How
Our Government Segregated America, has been exceptionally useful in providing an
understanding of US government’s role on multiple scales regarding systemically imposed
segregation. Legally enforced racial zoning, community displacement, restrictive covenants,
bank/mortgage discrimination, and redlining as explained in Rothstein’s book are later discussed
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in the background chapter of this thesis. Although these instances are not centered on discussions
of burial grounds, Black burial grounds just like Black communities experienced the impact of
intersections between race, white supremacy, and our legal system.
I synthesize and apply these theoretical perspectives to understand how racialized
systems in the past and present, highlighted through CRT, are created and reinforced through
landscape structural violence. The cemeteries examined in this thesis and communities
associated with them functioned within a landscape where lived experiences of space contain a
racial dimension, structured by a political, legal and economic system established to reproduce
white supremacy (Lipsitz 2007:12). On a national scale, Black people were relegated to certain
areas through policing practices, lending discrimination, legal and social boundaries, zoning
policies, and transit system design (Lipsitz 2007:12). The racialization of space ultimately
resulted in the nationwide development of urban ghettos bounded by white suburban
neighborhoods or segregated rural areas (Rothstein 2017:XII). From racial zoning laws to
multiple government entities weaponizing the economic positionality of Black people in the
twentieth century, landscapes encompassed the racialized perspectives of the time (Kobayashi
and Peake 2000:393). Kobayashi and Peake (2000:393) define the concept of the racialization of
space as a process in which marginalized groups are identified, stereotyped, and forced into
particular living conditions, often involving spatial and social segregation. Landscapes are the
foundation of ordering the world around us, and have been manipulated to reinforce
institutionalized ideas regarding race and racism that were principally dominant during in the
twentieth century, which is the context evaluated in this thesis. The racialization of landscapes
has ultimately produced territorialized politics of belonging (Alderman and Modlin 2014,
Tradeau 2006). Conversely, racial boundaries have also been used to implement exclusion and
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discrimination. For the most part, the concept of landscape racialization has been previously
applied to understand how, why, and where the production of racial identity occurs (Alderman
and Modlin 2014:276). In the context of this thesis, cemeteries are considered geographical
features entangled with racialized identities (Ranville 2009). In addition, the integration of CRT
and landscape structural violence allows us to identify the impact of whiteness and white
supremacy as a force in the construction of identity and space and examine how those impacts
are recognizable in geographies of the present day (Alderman and Modlin 2014:276). However,
within this perspective is also the opportunity to see racialized landscapes functioning as
expressions of agency through the resistance of Black people to externally imposed racialized
identities. While landscapes and land use are weaponized to uphold white supremacy,
marginalized groups simultaneously claimed these spaces and creating flourishing cultural
traditions, identities, towns, churches, and cemeteries that are illustrative of endurance and
resistance (Alderman and Modlin 2014:279).
Landscapes of structural violence in this instance are the vessel facilitating white
supremacist ideologies that have functioned as an instrument for creating racial lines and
constraining opportunities for marginalized populations (Lipsitz 2007:13). While not every white
person within a state, county, or town shares the same ideologies or equally profits from the
systems of power, their association and proximity to whiteness afford them a distinct set of
privileges. These disparities in privilege can be examined from Du Bois’ (1903) concept of the
color line. In his work from 1903, The Souls of Black Folk, Du Bois discusses the meanings of
being Black at the dawn of the twentieth century and delves into the nuances of Black identity.
Within the first three sentences Du Bois states: “the problem of the twentieth century is the
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problem of the color line” (Du Bois 1903:3). This inherently rings true for the context of the
post-Reconstruction Jim Crow South.
The color line that Du Bois speaks of broadly encompasses the roles of race and racism
throughout history and within society. It is not a single action but a surplus of actions, inactions,
laws, regulations, and social schemas. The findings of this thesis suggest that the color line is a
tangible and intangible characteristic of our national history that is still present over a century
after DuBois’ classic work. It is tangible in the form of physical expressions that are
recognizable when observing the spaces of disenfranchised groups and their destruction. I argue
here that the color line is also an intangible aspect of our modern preservation system,
symbolized by unequal representation in the field of heritage preservation and preservation
policy that will be later discussed (Jackson 2010:89). Examining, the implications of race and
racial segregation in relation to historic Black cemetery erasure in Polk County will facilitate an
understanding of the socioeconomic and political patterns of erasure. In addition, I hope to
expose in critical and nuanced ways how Black burial grounds were allowed to be destroyed,
erased, or forgotten and why a century later the privilege of preservation and the full range of
preservation options provided for white cemeteries and sites of heritage are not equally afforded
to Black cemeteries and sites of heritage.
In order to assess Black cemetery erasure and destruction, and to assess how the
application of a racial color line transcends death, I appeal to Achille Mbembe’s theory of
necropolitics and necropower (2019:549). The theory of necropolitics proposed by Achille
Mbembe is derived from the insights of Giorgio Agamben and Michel Foucault on biopower and
biopolitics (Breu 2020:505). Necropolitics and necropower permit an understanding that there
exists an additional place outside of law where violence is carried out against marginalized
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people. Vadasaria (2015:117-130) applies Mbembe’s theoretical to their research at the Mamilla
Cemetery in Jerusalem. The author considers how access to settler colonial memory and colonial
power over the deceased Indigenous population dehumanizes the dead, arguing that the
governing of life after death is rooted in colonial power (Vadasaria 2015:117). This perspective
contends that death and memory are pivotal aspects in the formation of a nation or in the case of
this thesis, a state or county. Mbembe’s original perspective of necropolitics was drawn from the
understanding of plantation enslavement and the three dimensions of loss experienced by those
enslaved: loss of home, loss of bodily autonomy, and loss of political status. All these losses
have been used to perpetuate the disenfranchisement and othering of people of color throughout
the United States. This study of a Palestinian burial ground in Jerusalem reflects logics of
elimination promoting the ideology of erasure and removal that extend to physical connections to
land and history (Vadasaria 2015:122). In the context of that research, Israeli authorities have
criminalized death rituals and burial in Jerusalem severing Indigenous ties and rights to the land.
Effectively erasing historical connections to land through codified action purging not only rights
of land for the living but rights to spaces of death (Vadasaria 2015:122).
A perspective that engages with the concept of necropower allows for us to distinguish
how power is organized and managed upon death and then carried out regarding the colonized
individual or population (Vadasaria 2015:119). For this research I am using it to ask how
colonial power and white supremacy can be argued to have transcended actual death for
marginalized groups within Polk County. Vadasaria (2015:12) applies these concepts to
understand necronationalism, which is essentially colonial nation building. In doing so the author
points out that it is expressed as the management of the deceased Indigenous population and the
persistence of dehumanization that systemically casts the dead and their associated sacred
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grounds outside of the pre-determined colonial scope of history. The colonial management of the
dead fundamentally displace or remove marginalized populations and their historical significance
through the erasure of burial sites.
One example of the post-mortem landscape of structural violence detailed above, is the
rediscovery of the African American Burial Ground in New York in 1989, which captures the
historical as well as modern, legal and social breadth of issues predominantly involved in
cemetery erasure (Blakey and Rankin-Hill 2009:3-4). The scope of federal legislation such as
NAGPRA and state legislation regarding the preservation and protection of cemeteries within
New York was simply not inclusive nor applied sufficiently enough to protect the massive
unmarked African American burial ground (Seidmann and Halling 2019:673). The burial space
interring the lives of those who died while still enslaved was facing complete destruction for the
sake of developing a 34-story federal office atop the burial ground, and was only partially spared
as a result of local activists organizing protests (Blakey and Rankin-Hill 2009:8). Archaeologists
had a role in this destruction by facilitating the removal of burials per the request of developers,
federal entities, and local government who were deceitfully claiming that consideration was
being given to the requests of descendant community in the process (Blakey and Rankin-Hill
2009:9).
A local example reflecting the coalescence of racialized landscape structural violence and
necropolitics is the re-discovery of Zion Cemetery in Tampa. The late 1800s Black community
of Robles Pond had constructed their community in an area bordered by Florida, Central,
Virginia, and Lake Avenues. Part of this community’s construction also included a Black owned
and operated 3-acre cemetery. By 1901 the cemetery was mapped and filed with the
Hillsborough County Clerk as a 2.5-acre burial ground and receiving the name Zion Cemetery.
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In 1912 a Confederate commander by the name of James J. Head claimed ownership of Zion
Cemetery through a tax deed stating that he paid the back taxes on the property (Clemmons
2021, Guzzo 2019, 2020, Morrow 2020, Schreiner 2019). Head was partially awarded the
cemetery, but years prior the community member Mr. Doby who had purchased Zion sold the
land to Florida Industrial and Commercial Co. and the entity ultimately retained ownership
despite Head’s efforts. By March of 1915, Zion Cemetery was auctioned by the Hillsborough
County Sheriff’s Office to satiate a debt owed by the Florida Industrial and Commercial Co.
Death records associated with Zion Cemetery also fluctuated throughout this period claiming
anywhere from 0 to 117 people were interred on the property between 1911 and 1922 when the
final death record report states that only one person was buried in Zion Cemetery. Racial zoning
in the 1920s resulted in the forced relocation of the Robles Pond community due to white
development. Eventually, the land rights to Zion cemetery landed in the hands of the developer
H.P. Kennedy. By May of the same year local newspapers reported movement and reburial of
Zion’s interments to Myrtle Hill Cemetery and by 1929 Kennedy obtained approval for the
construction of a five-shop storefront on Zion Cemetery property and ironically convinced the
Tampa City Council to cancel the taxes on the land for 1927 and 1928 because it was a cemetery.
Into the 1930s headstones were removed from the cemetery and only a handful of graves were
actually exhumed. By 1950, the cemetery land was targeted for white public housing projects by
the Tampa Housing Authority and the Black Robles Pond residents lost their eminent domain
suit brought against the Housing Authority and were forced to relocate elsewhere and away from
their home community. During public housing construction the Housing Authority became aware
of three burials but were adamant about the rest of the interments having already been moved
despite Kennedy’s previous no-tax claim for the property as a cemetery. It was not until 2018
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while Ray Reed was examining death records that he noticed the records mentioned a burial site
called Zion Cemetery which he had never heard of. In turn, the Tampa Housing Authority called
on local archaeologists to survey the land that they had finally identified as Zion Cemetery.
Through several GPR surveys and ground truthing archaeologists confirmed that over 300
caskets remain on the original Zion Cemetery property (Guzzo 2020).
During the century that Zion Cemetery’s ownership was passed between multiple hands
the land was re-developed a multitude of times leaving the community who utilized the burial
ground entirely disregarded. Their presence in the face of development was unacceptable
eventually resulting in forced displacement despite the legal actions taken by the community to
fight for their rights to the land being acquired by the Housing Authority. This action in and of
itself situates Zion within a landscape of structural violence due to the inherent exertion of white
supremacy and as a means of suppression of the Black community of Robles Pond. The local
government literally sanctioned and permitted the desecration of graves and the erasure of the
space both physically and in archives through their failure to act and enforce the legal means at
their disposal. During conflicts of landownership between James J. Head, the Florida Industrial
Commercial Co., H.P. Kennedy, the Housing Authority and the Robles Pond Community, the
City of Tampa did not facilitate the preservation of a sacred burial ground. No action was taken
to ensure that records of burial relocation were accurate. Though the erasure of Zion did not
result in the physical movement of every burial, it did result in the interments going unmarked
and being developed over multiple times. In addition, it was a deliberate attack on the memory of
African American communities, essentially aiming at destroying any trace of the Black
community’s historic existence (Seidmann and Halling 2019:673). The destruction or erasure of
a sacred space can have crippling psychological effects on descendant communities reinforcing
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that institutional disenfranchisement transcends death for marginalized communities (Seidmann
and Halling 2019:678).
Through a synthesis of these concepts applied to a particular geographic locality, this
thesis examines how white supremacy has infiltrated policy, dictated action, and informed
construction through landscape structural violence, resulting in the erasure of sacred burial
grounds associated with racialized populations. By embracing the above theoretical approaches, I
situate Polk County, its historic residents, and their cemeteries within a broader historical
moment that considers the social, political, and legal dynamic of the past in conjunction with the
current/contemporary local, state, and federal legislation that have fallen short of protecting and
preserving historic Black burial grounds.
As will be more thoroughly detailed in Chapter 3, at the turn of the twentieth-century
Polk County’s becomes characterized as an industrial landscape. The push towards industry and
development facilitated the formation of multiple Black communities associated with turpentine,
citrus, and lumber notably at the turn of the twentieth century. Impacted by the laws dictating
racial segregation, Freedmen and those within the convict leasing system settled in their own
communities on the outskirts of various towns and along the boundaries of industrial camps. As
the various industries exploited and depleted the areas resources, the white owners of these
operations would sell their land to phosphate and development companies. Land acquisitions and
the industry camps meant that the individuals and families within these communities were forced
to relocate with owner of the operation or relocate and establish new sources of income within
the areas of the county that were “acceptable” for them to reside within. Either way, for the
preponderance of Black Polk County residents, the sale of previously exploited land meant
leaving behind the roots that were laid down within their previous communities. Black people,
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barred from burying family members and friends in the local town or city cemeteries as they
were “white only” spaces had formed their own sacred spaces for interment within their
communities and home spaces. The burials associated with camps and communities left behind
after forced migration were entirely disregarded by white business owners, the county, and any
additional party involved in the land transactions. Previously Black occupied spaces that housed
communities, churches, stores, jook joints and cemeteries were sold as “vacant land”.
Meanwhile, small white community and family cemeteries in relative proximity to Black
cemeteries were spared from destruction or relocated with the permission of the descendants.
The use of these theoretical perspectives presents an opportunity to visualize the Polk
County landscape for all that it truly contains. This research aims to make the dynamic and
cumulative impact of white supremacy visible on a county scale through an examination of
cemetery erasure. White supremacy has infiltrated every aspect of daily life. The stronghold that
this ideology of power and power to other holds on everything is especially apparent when
reflecting on the historical narratives that have pushed a perspective of seeing U.S. history
through rose colored glasses or without critique (Kendi 2017). Ignoring the worldview, histories,
and identities of those who have been systemically forced to navigate a landscape of segregation
and government sanctioned racial violence does not erase the centuries of generational trauma,
collective memory, nor the physical remains of this truth that have yet to be uncovered. Those
who have been forced to navigate racialized landscapes, while negotiating their own racialized
identities should not have to fight to have their stories heard, voices acknowledged, and sacred
spaces preserved in order to avoid white discomfort. There are consequences to erasing and
silencing the historical realities of white supremacy and racial segregation. As archaeologists and
heritage preservationists primarily responsible for deciding who and what is preserved and
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valued, we have failed repeatedly at producing legitimate change because the issue is much
deeper than many are willing to admit.
Heritage preservation as a field has intentionally and subconsciously excluded Black
people and their histories locally and nationally and disenfranchised many groups/communities
of people marker as other. The preservation system that has been constructed and the ambiguity
within it facilitate a white privilege that discounts the value of marginalized people, histories,
worldviews, and culture (Hargrove 2009:100). The result of this is expressed as an
underrepresentation of Black heritage sites, and narratives, and the consistent exclusion of Black
people and their overall existence in historical narratives and at historical sites. Jackson (2020)
acknowledges this truth through her exploration of nuances involved in heritage, tourism, and
race. In addition, Jackson (2020) emphasizes the ways that Black people actively sought and
fought to preserve their history despite the social, legal, and physical limitations imposed by
Whiteness and those in positions of power that promote white supremacy.
“National narratives and projects about heritage, tourism, and leisure have typically
avoided a critical race critique. These narratives and projects have also, more often than
not, normalized the racial exclusion embedded in quantitative metrics and statistics
showing absence or underrepresentation. For example, scholars focused on tourism and
leisure have mostly ignored Black presence and participation as cooks, maids, valets, and
laborers in white leisure space. They have also silenced or failed to incorporate Black
critique, critical observations, stories concerning navigation in white-only spaces, and the
multiplicity of what Black people created and participated in leisure activities.” [Jackson
2020:77].
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Jackson (2016:265-301) offers an example of how centering history around whiteness at
the Jimmy Carter National Historic site has ultimately resulted in the underrepresentation of the
historic African American community in the public record of the site. This research focused on
St. Mark A.M.E Church as a way of exploring the surrounding historic African American
community in Archery, Georgia. This research provides an excellent framework for
understanding how public interpretation and the public record can be expanded to create space
for multiple significant histories to exist and be simultaneously acknowledged. Through the use
of community engagement, relationship building, archaeological methods, mapping, oral history,
ethnographic interview, and ethnographic mapping this research highlights and enhances the
public understanding of this community and this historic site as a whole (Jackson 2016).
I argue that centering whiteness in heritage preservation continues to situate Black people
and Black importance into the background of historical narratives and in turn creates an illusion
of passivity where white “pioneers” and average white people become the focal point. Jackson
(2020:77) also states: “I have shown that in some cases the outcome of active exclusion has
resulted in a rendering of Black presence as exceptional rather than commonplace.” This
exclusion only allows for the acknowledgement of “exceptional” Black people and a handful of
Black spaces. What are we conveying by neglecting to preserve and promote history and sites of
heritage that represent the underrepresented? How can we expect marginalized people to be
emotionally invested in preservation when the overarching ideologies and our preservation
system are not welcoming to the truths of their histories, memories, and interests? Moreover,
why do we expect those who are generationally impacted by segregation to have the time,
privilege, and resources to invest in preservation when we have allowed for this these issues to
continue?
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Furthermore, Dr. Antoinette Jackson’s multiple publications and research methodologies
offer several insights to these fundamental questions listed above and I argue that her knowledge
and experiences are extremely pertinent to this thesis research. In her research on Sulphur
Springs, Jackson (2010) calls for an Anthropology of Segregated Spaces following her work on
the qualitatively based Sulphur Springs Heritage Project. This project provided a model for
preservation, research, and action that resulted in the documentation of a diverse history aimed to
fill in the gaps of a lacking public record and history. In her exploration of meaning, identity, and
memory she expands on the ways that segregation has impacted every aspect of life. Her
research suggests that the breadth of segregation in the Sulphur Springs community like many
other communities across the nation has played a huge role in dictating what is publicly
remembered and preserved and determined what is intentionally forgotten (Jackson 2010).
“America’s history of racial segregation created separations between groups within
communities that made it impossible for many to even imagine life beyond the familiarity
of their own neighborhood. Today these gaps in crosscultural awareness and knowledge
about the past remain uncomfortable to talk about in many communities.” [Jackson
2010:85]
Furthermore, recovering what is intended to be forgotten by those who hold the power to
carry through erasure often involves revisiting trauma for the communities and individuals
related to the erased persons, places, or materials. Jackson’s (2016) and Robinson’s (2018)
research at the Florida Industrial School for Boys provides discourse on such experiences.
Jackson (2016) embraces Freud’s notion of the “the uncanny” as a framework approach to the
forgotten, hidden, and erased. “This is because the uncanny is focused on (or, provides a
framework for) how people experience what happens when confronted with the past” (Jackson
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2016:161). Seeing beyond the somewhat cold physical approaches to investigation Jackson
(2016) focuses on the need for addressing fears, meaning, memories, and realizations during the
excavation of juvenile boys that were imprisoned within the school. The nonwhite children in
this school were further controlled and isolated by the segregation practices legally and socially
in place which added layers of nuance to the circumstances being uncovered. Jackson (2016)
centers this site of human trauma in a discourse about the necessity of multidimensional
consideration. Making space for negotiations with living communities, while honestly reflecting
and retelling the stories of the living and deceased with consideration to complex and shared
experiences.
“The concept of the uncanny is also highly compatible with the idea of interconnection in
the whole of human experience. We are impacted collectively, either directly or
indirectly, and in benign and complex ways, in countless areas of enterprise. This appears
to me especially true and significant at sites of human trauma” [Jackson 2016:173].
Similarly, Robinson’s (2018) exploration of how religion has influenced collective
memory at the Dozier site. Moreover, it delves into how those memories involve negotiations of
power, tension, other critical nuances in need of consideration, acknowledgment, and
understanding. “By understanding the power dynamics of the stakeholders, subjugated
knowledges as well as gaps and silences in collective memory can be identified. Memorial
spaces can then be constructed in a manner that is open for multiple versions of the past”
(Robinson 2018:175). Robinson’s research suggests that it is impossible to construct a single
collective memory that accounts for all versions of the recollected past (Robinson 2018:174).
Robinson’s (2018) research also accounts for the truth that the narrative at this site was
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constructed by the power elite ultimately resulting in a dominant narrative riddled with gaps that
silences multiple other recollections of history. Jackson (2016) and Robinson (2018) offer
valuable and critical insight that those of us working with preservation in some capacity need to
embrace. If we are actively going to create change regarding the ways that marginalized places
and people are portrayed, valued, and preserved as it pertains to our disciplines then we must be
prepared for the uncanny without further doing harm to those have been historically targeted or
erased. As a field, heritage and preservation professionals must create space for multiple versions
of the past to exist by recognizing and acknowledging who holds the power in the construction of
the dominant narrative through nuanced analysis. I argue that our goal as heritage professionals
should be aligned with the intention that Robinson (2018) puts forth in the findings of their
research.
“The goal for reconciliation and healing as a memorial practice should not be the
development of one narrative. Instead, spaces should be created that allots for multiple
versions of the past to be respected and accepted equally. In order to develop such spaces,
there must be an acknowledgement of multiple stakeholders associated with and
impacted by the injustices of the past as well as an analysis of power in narrative
construction” [Robinson 2018:174].
The Legal Context: Federal, State, and Local Cemetery Preservation Policy
In pursuing this research, it is imperative to familiarize myself with the federal, state, and
local laws pertaining to historic cemeteries. While there are many laws responsible for the
regulation of modern cemeteries in Florida and nationwide, much of their protection does not
extend to historic cemeteries that remain unmarked, were previously destroyed, or considered
“abandoned”. For the sake of this thesis and the cemeteries being documented within it and in
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conjunction with the terminology set forth by Florida Task Force on Abandoned AfricanAmerican Cemetery’s Report (Task Force Final Report) I am also advocating against the use of
the word abandoned as it pertains to historic burials and cemeteries which is why the word will
appear within the text below with quotations (Abandoned African American Cemeteries Task
Force 2021). Additionally, it needs to be said that on a national scale there is currently no
protection for African American graves or related burial items. Although the implementation of
NAGPRA has brought the shortcomings of the legislation to the forefront of discussion, there is
no equivalent or amendment to this piece of legislation that provides protection for African
American graves, cemeteries, or burial items.
National Preservation Laws and Guidelines
Section 106 of the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 (NHPA) is legislation that
requires federal agencies to consider and mitigate effects on historic properties that will be
affected by federal agency projects. Cemeteries are included in this legislation. If a federal
project will impact historic properties, then a Section 106 review must occur. The initiation of a
Section 106 review can include consulting the State Tribal or Historic Preservation officer, local
government, historic preservation organizations, descendant communities, and/or local
communities with interest. The federal agency responsible for development must gather relevant
information to determine affected areas and determine eligibility of those areas on the National
Register of Historic Places. If at least one historic property is affected, then the agency must
proceed with an assessment of the effects of their project on the property and consult with all
parties involved. The agency and included parties must determine what adverse effects will
diminish the remaining characteristics of the property that otherwise would qualify the property
for inclusion on the National Register. Following this step, the agency responsible must explore
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options for avoiding, minimizing, and mitigating any adverse effects to the historic property. In
addition, the federal agency must come to an agreement with Tribal Historic Preservation officer
or State Historic Preservation Officer to resolve potential effects as resolution. If an agreement is
not reached between the parties involved, then the agency must obtain formal advisory from the
Advisory Council on Historic Preservation and consider those comments in making a final
decision to carry through with development. More information on the Section 106 process can be
found on the Advisory Council on Historic Preservation website
(https://www.achp.gov/protecting-historic-properties/section-106-process/introduction-section106).
NAGPRA
In 1990 Congress enacted the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act
(NAGPRA). The main provisions of this legislation require that museums and Federal agencies
are involved in consultation with federally recognized culturally affiliated tribes and lineal
descendants if they request the return of their cultural items (human remains, sacred objects, and
burial associated items). Federal agencies in this instance are considered to be museums,
universities, state agencies, and local governments which receive federal funding. These
institutions are legally obligated to consult with lineal descendants and associated tribal
organizations for the return of Indigenous human remains and cultural items present within
institutional inventories. In addition, this legislation extends further future protection and
planning for Indigenous human remains and cultural items that may be removed from Federal or
tribal lands. Notice must be given to the Federal Register prior to repatriation or transfer of
human remains and cultural items. The Federal Advisory Review Committee appointed by the
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Secretary of the Interior oversees, monitors, and reviews the implementation of NAGPRA
nationwide (https://nagpra.illinois.edu/faqs/).
African American Burial Grounds Network Act, BCN, and AAGPRA
In January of 2019, Congresswoman Alma Adams and Congressman Donald McEachin
introduced the African American Burial Grounds Network Act (H.R. 1179) recognizing that
there is no official national record or database for African American cemeteries. The proposed
bill advocated the locating, documentation, and preservation of these sites on a national scale by
the creation of a burial grounds Network. The Network would create a nation-wide database of
historic African American burial grounds, provide technical and financial assistance to public,
private, and local partners involved in research, survey, evaluation, and documentation.
Additionally, it calls for the distribution of educational materials for communities, groups, and
schools on African American burial grounds and advocates for grants to be given to those
involved in research and preservation efforts of sites within the Network. The act was endorsed
by a multitude of archaeological societies, institutions, and organizations in addition to historical
organizations, preservation societies, museums, landmark commissions, and genealogical
research groups (The African American Burial Grounds Network Act FINAL.pdf). Currently, the
largest program that aligns with the goals of the bill is the Black Cemetery Network (BCN). This
is a collaboration between Black cemetery site advocates across the nation. The BCN, founded
by Dr. Antoinette Jackson, aims to connect living records of forgotten history through their
comprehensive online directory of African American cemeteries throughout the U.S. The
Network also comprehensively connects ongoing preservation projects and efforts pertaining to
African American burial grounds across the nation with the goals of Reclamation, Redress, and
Restorative Justice. Cemeteries within the virtual archive include those that have been displaced,
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neglected, or are at risk of erasure. The BCN was founded as a means of aligning with proposed
goals of national legislation at the federal level and as an outgrowth of the USF African
American Burial Ground and Remembering Project (AABGP). AABGP is a collaborative effort
between the University of South Florida and local artists that are addressing Black cemetery
erasures in Tampa Bay (https://blackcemeterynetwork.org). Additional efforts on a national scale
include a call to action from multiple scholars and organizations to form an African American
Graves Protection and Repatriation Act emulating similar provisions to that of NAGPRA
(Dunnavant et al. 2021:339).
Florida Statutes
Similarly, Florida is no different when it comes to an overall lack of specific legislation
and a failure to protect and preserve precious historic African American burial grounds
throughout the state. In 1998, the Florida Legislature endorsed the Cemetery Preservation and
Consumer Protection Act which in turn resulted in an 11-member Task Force on Abandoned and
Neglected Cemeteries. This Task Force was responsible for examining the status of abandoned
or neglected cemeteries throughout the state and was then tasked with reporting their findings
and recommending solutions in light of their findings. The final determination of the 1998 task
force was that the abandonment and neglect of cemeteries in Florida were widespread enough to
warrant intervention by the government. Their findings revealed that out of 3,580 cemeteries
40%-50% were abandoned or neglected. The team determined that lack of funding was a
significant factor in cemetery maintenance but simultaneously claimed that caring for these
neglected grounds were a burden on city and county governments. Additionally, they argued that
the dereliction of the cemeteries within the scope of their research represented a loss of historic
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and archaeological values. In turn, they called for legislation to establish further guidelines,
methods, funding, and definitions for prolonged care of such sacred spaces.
However, based on the re-discovery of several erased or intentionally overlooked
African American cemeteries throughout the state (Zion Cemetery in Tampa, St. Matthew’s
Cemetery in Clearwater, or Lake Hall Cemetery in Tallahassee are just three examples of the
many) it became increasingly clear that the 1998 efforts of the Cemetery Task Force did not
facilitate changes locally or statewide that were truly needed. In 2020, Hillsborough County
representative Fentrice Driskell and Senator Janet Cruz advocated for the formation of an
Abandoned African American Cemeteries Task Force with their submission of House Bill 37.
The bill called for the creation of a 10-member task force with appointed members from the
Secretary of State, Bureau of Archaeological Research (DHR), NAACP, Florida Council of
Churches, Florida African American Heritage Preservation Network, Florida Public Archaeology
Network, Cemetery industry, the Senate, and one elected official supported by the Department of
State to study the extent at which unmarked and abandoned African American Cemeteries exist
throughout the state. The committee was responsible for developing and recommending further
strategies for identifying and documenting cemeteries in addition to urging for changes in state
legislation (http://laws.flrules.org/2021/60).
The results and determinations made by the task force were submitted in the form of a
formal report to the Governor Ron DeSantis at the beginning of 2022. The findings and
recommendations included in the report include discourse on highlighting and defining
terminology assigned to differentiate the status or condition of various African American
cemeteries in Florida. These terms include abandoned, lost, forgotten, neglected, stolen, and
erased. In the report, the 10-member Task Force distinguished their proposal by categorizing
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recommendations as: Identification and Protection, Maintenance, Education, and
Memorialization. Recommendations range from amending legislation to develop an Office of
Historic Cemeteries within the DHR in addition to allocated state funding to the broadening of
current legislation that constitutes who a legally authorized person is in making decisions
regarding the treatment of graves. For the maintenance component, the Task Force suggested
modification to Florida Statute 704.08 regarding private property access and encouraged the
establishing protective covenants or conservation easements using eminent domain for the
preservation of African American cemeteries. Through education the Task Force advocated that
meaningful curriculum be developed in regard to historic cemeteries in Florida as well as the
establishment of a grant program that would facilitate research into African American cemeteries
at public colleges or within local governments. Finally, the Task Force recommended that the
state prioritize the placement of state historical markers for erased, lost, stolen, abandoned, and
forgotten, African American cemeteries. The full report from the 2021 Abandoned African
American Cemeteries Task Force including their recommendations can be found on the Florida
DHR website (https://files.floridados.gov/media/705214/hb-37_task-force-on-abandonedafrican-american-cemeteries_report_12-17-2021.pdf) Additional Florida Statutes relevant to
historic cemeteries, burials, and cemetery preservation are explored in the proceeding pages of
this chapter and can also be viewed in detail on the FL DHR website (https://dos.myflorida.com).
Illegal Disturbance of Human Remains
In accordance with Section 872.02, Florida Statutes, it is considered a third- or seconddegree felony to disturb human remains willfully and knowingly. This legal protection extends to
tombstones, markers, fences, and burial associated vegetation with exception given to cemetery
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operators, owners, agents, and those acting under the direction of the Division of Historical
Resources (DHR).
Illegal Purchase or Sale of Human Remains
In accordance with Section 872.01, Florida Statutes, it is illegal to buy, sell, possess,
human remains for the purpose of buying or selling. Exceptions are given for medical education
or research at an institution of higher learning. An extension of this legislation can also be found
in Chapter 873, Florida Statutes and applies to the protection of Indigenous human remains
potentially bought or sold by artifact collectors.
Illegal Movement of Interments
Funeral directors with burial transit permits are permitted to disinter and move buried
human remains in accordance with Section 497.384, Florida Statutes. The DHR website
(https://dos.myflorida.com/historical/archaeology/human-remains/abandoned-cemeteries/whatare-the-applicable-laws-and-regulations/) details that graves from inactive or “abandoned”
cemeteries are sometimes moved prior to public works projects when avoidance of the site is
unavoidable. The DHR also claims that this action is controversial and often involves obtaining
permission from descendants, however, medical examiners and the State Archaeologist do not
have authority to clear proposed project areas that will disturb human remains and they are not
allowed to move unmarked graves.
Maintaining “Abandoned” or Unmaintained Cemeteries
The DHR acknowledges that there are thousands of “abandoned” cemeteries throughout
the state of Florida. Through Section 497.284, Florida Statutes, Florida law allows a county or
municipality to maintain and secure a given cemetery that has not been maintained for six or
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more months. This law also allows the county or municipality to sue the previous owner of the
property to recover maintenance costs.
Accessing and Maintaining Historic Cemeteries
The DHR is aware that land ownership is a huge factor in cemetery access and
acknowledges that a parcel of land changing hands may result in new landowners restricting
access to a burial ground. According to Section 704.08, Florida Statutes, relatives, and
descendants of a given cemetery shall be granted an easement to enter or leave a cemetery at
reasonable times and in a reasonable manner but the landowner may designate the easement. If
the cemetery goes unmaintained then descendants or relatives can request that the landowner
provide reasonable maintenance. If their request fails, then the relatives or descendants have the
right to maintain the cemetery.
Encountering Unmarked Human Remains
Section 872.02, Florida Statutes, was amended in the 1980s to include burial mound and
earthen mounds as unmarked burial sites. Unmarked Human Burials law differentiates
jurisdiction over the remains of individuals that have been deceased less than 75 years and
individuals who have been deceased over 75 years. Those who have been deceased less than 75
years first fall under the jurisdiction of the medical examiner and those who have been deceased
for more than 75 years fall under the jurisdiction of the state archaeologists. If remains are
located on federal lands or are associated with the cultural history of tribal organizations then the
federal agency who owns the land must ensure compliance with NAGPRA.
Local County and City Legislation
While the whole of Polk County does not have a particular ordinance pertaining to
historic preservation or historic cemeteries, the county does have a historic preservation
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manager, Myrtice Young as well as a historical commission comprised of ten board members.
The County’s Facilities Division currently provides general maintenance service for 20 historic
cemeteries across that county that at one point fell out of proper care and ownership allowing the
county to step in to maintain the historic cemeteries (Table 2.1). County level ordinances may be
the best route for assuring that historic cemeteries are preserved, maintained, and protected if
they are listed as local historic landmarks. Allocating historic landmark status to historic burial
grounds could require that local entities consider the impact of future development and zoning
changes on the landmarked resource. Polk has a historical marker committee that has worked to
establish 28 historical markers for landscapes, structures, and sites in Polk County. In addition,
Polk County’s Land Development Code Chapter 6 pertains to Resource Protection that intends to
evaluate development impact on the county’s natural and historic resources in an effort towards
protection. The chapter requires that development of land shall conform to the regulations,
conditions, and the limitations within the chapter. This includes utilizing the Polk County Future
Land Use Map Series that designates and maps, wetlands, floodplains, well field, aquifers,
ecological communities, and historic resources throughout the county to form an assessment of
the adverse effects on those resources. Apart from the Land Development Code there are no
other pertinent County level ordinances. However, six cities within the county have cemetery or
preservation ordinances that establish rules and regulations for historic buildings, archaeological
sites, historic districts, and specifically named cemeteries. (Table 2.2)
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Table 2.1. Twenty cemeteries maintained by the Polk Facilities Division

Cemetery Name
Eden
Biscuit Lake
Pleasant Grove

City
Limits
No
Yes
No

Lunn (Ft. Meade,
Morrison)
New Hope

Yes
No

Bethlehem (Altman
Family)
Little Alafia (Blue Jay)
Crum-Durrance
(Durrance, Homeland)

Acreage
0.73
2+
3.50

Owner
(Per Prop. App.)
Eden Cemetery
Magnatronix Corporation
Pleasant Grove Cemetery

County
Earliest Latest Inspection
Grave
Grave
Date
Fence
1901
2012
4/30/18
Yes
1907
2014
4/30/18
Yes
1900
2016
4/13/18
No

1.75 Lunn Road Cemetery
16.30 New Hope Cemetery Trust

Early
1800's
1875

Mid
1900's
2018

4/13/18
4/13/18

No
No

No
No

0.70 Bethlehem Road Cemetery
2.17 Little Alafia Cemetery

1884
1951

1906
2017

5/7/18
5/7/18

Yes
No

No

0.25 Crumb Family Cemetery

1861

1900

4/30/18

Yes

Homeland(Bethel, Davis)
(Lock Comb. #1944)
No

4.00 Old Homeland Cemetery

1990

4/13/18

No

1900

Current

4/13/18

No

1880

2013

3/9/18

Yes

Shady Oaks Gardens
(Carroll)

No

Tenoroc Mine Road
(Collins)

No

2.68 Polk County
Tenoroc Mine Rd Cemetery
2.40
Polk County

Griffin (Galloway, Sleepy
Hill)
Yes
Medulla
No

1.89 ME Church South Galloway
2.08 Medulla Memorial Cemetery

1903

2017

4/20/18
1/19/18

Yes
No

Lake Hancock (Malloy)
Thornhill Road (Glover)
Gandy

No
No
Yes

1.90 Lake Hancock Rd Cemetery
0.80 Thornhill Rd Cemetery
5.00 Gandy Cemetery

1803
1903
1882

2011
2017
2017

3/9/18
3/9/18
4/20/18

No
Yes
Yes

Dundee (Friendship
Missionary Baptist
Church)
Wildflower Ridge

Yes
No

Friendship Missionary Baptist
0.62 Church
0.29 Polk County

1933
1922

2018
1922

4/25/18
4/22/18

No
Yes

Table 2.2. Preservation and cemetery ordinances for cities in Polk County, FL.
City

Cemetery Ordinance

Ordinance #

Article

Ordinance Detail

Preservation Ordinance

Ordinance #

Article

Ordinance Detail

Auburndale

Chapter 8

462, § I, 7-20-64

I-VII

Establishes use and visitation rules and regulations for
Auburndale Cemetery, Auburndale Memorial Park and Lincoln
Park. In addition facilitates perpetual care in the form of
landscaping, record keeping, and basic repairs.

Chapter 7

779, § 1, 12-7-92

II

Preserve, promote, and improve the historic landmakrs an districts of the city
for education, culture, ecnomic, and general welfare to the public. Establish tax
incentives for historic property owners and state grant funds for historic
preservation activities. Safeguard heritage of the city by preserving and
protecting historic sites, buildings, archaeological sites, monuments, structures,
neighborhoods, and areas reflective of the city's cultural, social, economic,
architectural, and political, history.

Davenport

Chapter 5.5

689, § 2, 6-28-10

I & II

Provide municipal serivces for area residents and families
through offering cemetery grounds and burial spaces at
Evergreen Cemetery. Establish rules, regulations, and
procedures in addition to facilitating proper care and
maintenance of cemetery grounds.

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

Lakeland

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

Chapter 11

n/a

11.1-11.7

Establishes framework for a historic preservation program in the City of
Lakeland that protects and preserves unique historic and cultural resources
through the designation of historic districts. The article is meant to protect
historic landmarks from destruction, increase public awareness, and discourage
the demolition of stable historic structures.

Frostproof

Chapter 6

01-O-7, § 1, 12-17-01 201705, § 2, 3-20-17

I-IV

Regulates plot sales and records, monuments, markers, graves
and determines rules of conduct at Silver Hill Cemetery

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

8.1-8.13

Pertains to Oakland, Forest Hill, Oakland (south parcel) and
Oak Hill Cemeteries. Establishes perpetual care and
maintenance through a cemetery trust fund. Appeoves burials,
regulates purchase and transfer of spaces, establishes fee
schedule for interment, regulates authorization for burial or
disinterment. Regulates depth, method, and vessel for burial.
Requires specific markers, monuments, engraving and
foundations for burials. Determines rules for visiting burial
grounds and the sale of unused abandoned burial grounds.

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

Pertains to the two city owned cemeteries of Oak Grove and
Lake Lowery and determines control and management of these
burial grounds is the responsibility of the city. Regulates fee
22.1-22.12
schedule, interment of cremains, burial plots, markers,
monuments, memorials, cemetery visitation hours and access,
clarifies right of the city to remove, prohibit, or modify any
object or practice outside of the approved determinations.

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

Haines City

Lake Alfred

Chapter 8

Chapter 22

18-1614 § 2 (Exh. A), 9-2018

1332-14, § 1(Exh. A), 4-72014

Chapter 3: Historical Background
Florida from the 19th Century
What is now the state of Florida was a Spanish colony until 1822, with a short-lived
transfer to the British in 1763 through the Treaty of Paris. During Spanish occupation, Florida
remained a haven for northern Indigenous and enslaved peoples escaping Northern bondage and
encroachment. Following the transfer of the colony to the United States in 1821, Florida became
a territory and Congress eventually replaced the previous Spanish government structure with a
legislative council, secretary, and governor elected by President Monroe (Schafer 2013:202).
Andrew Jackson assumed his seat as military governor of the territory for ten months in 1821
eventually replaced by civilian governor William Pope Duval from 1822 to 1834. The 1820s was
an enormous period of cultural and political transition for those living and settling throughout the
United States territory that later became Florida. However, early nineteenth century residents of
the territory were not fixed on politics so much as the acquisition of fertile land for cultivation.
Florida began to experience a mass of migration of people from the Southeastern frontier as they
caught word of available land for cultivation. Aristocratic planters traveled to the territory with
their enslaved from Virginia, Maryland, North Carolina, and other Southeastern states primarily
settling in Northwest, Northeast, and middle Florida (between the Apalachicola and Suwanee
Rivers) beginning up cotton plantations. This migration of planters and their enslaved was so
intense that most of the population in Middle Florida were enslaved Black people (Schafer
2013:205).

While previously under British control Black people remained enslaved within the
immense rice, sugar, cotton, and indigo plantations that the British had modeled after similar
operations in Georgia. British rule at the time restricted the movement of the few freed Black
people that had earned individual freedoms by serving in militias (Richbourg Parker and Coker
2013: 171). Nearing the end of the North American Revolution enslaved Black people fled
throughout the territory seizing the opportunity to escape British control. Some of the newly
freed Black population established sanctuary amongst the Seminole, settling within their
expansive North Florida villages. Others assimilated with the Spaniards under the guise of
religious conversion remaining partially protected by the Spaniard’s Religious Sanctuary Policy
of 1693 (Richbourg Parker and Coker 2013:173). As white settlement within the territory
continued to intensify, the Indigenous populations that had withstood the worst of European
contact in years prior were faced with relentless conflict and removal brought on by the
Americans. By 1790 the document maintaining the autonomies of freed Black people living
among the Spaniards came to a screeching halt as Thomas Jefferson rescinded the Religious
Sanctuary Policy. After years of conflict over American expansion the Spanish territory was
turned over from the rule of Spain to the United States. Spaniards urged for cession treaties that
would authorize the continuity of legal rights and property ownership that Freed Black people
living amongst Spaniards had previously obtained. Those living among the Seminole were
dealing with a differing set of circumstances as they were not previously covered by Religious
Sanctuary. The Seminole people and their freed Black allies throughout Spanish Florida had
fielded numerous raids on their villages as they fought tirelessly for the rights to their land and
the continued freedom of their Black allies (Richbourg Parker and Coker 2013:177). The 1812
Naval attack at Prospect Bluff and Jackson’s 1818 attacks on Seminole villages in north Florida
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are just two examples of devastating raids that occurred (Richbourg Parker and Coker 2013:176).
Facing the imminent termination of Spanish rule, many Black Seminoles remained fearful of
what American expansion meant for their lives and their freedoms. As a result, some Black
Seminoles in addition to Black freed peoples living among the Spaniards fled from Florida to
Cuba for their safety (Richbourg Parker and Coker 2013:176).
American expansionism throughout Florida was a violent and devastating experience for
the Florida Seminole and it carried on for seven decades. The periods within this span are often
referred to as the three “Seminole Wars”. Combat and deportation were responsible for an
immense decrease in the Seminole population between the years of 1817 and 1858 (Landers
2013:185). Prior to the transfer for Florida territory from Spanish rule the Seminole had created
extensive trading systems with the British and Spanish resulting in economic and population
growth for the Seminole. This economic prosperity was partial cause for the American
acquisition of Florida. However, the Americans felt strongly that the Seminole along with their
remaining Black allies were a threat to the institution of slavery. Thus, the Americans enacted
several policies that limited the Seminole to specific areas with the eventual intention of
permanent removal (Landers 2013:188).
The 1820s and 1830s paved the way for Florida to become a United States military
playground of sorts. At this time the two most prominent themes throughout the territory were
establishing access to cultivatable land and Seminole removal (Weisman 2013:207). The
Seminole and their Black allies were facing constant harassment from slave raiders trying to
return their Black allies to enslavement. At this time the Seminole population had exponentially
grown and dispersed into multiple groups throughout the territory making individualized
decisions based on their faction. During the 1820s a faction of Seminole peoples signed James
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Gadsden’s proposed treaties to terminate their land rights in Northern Florida in exchange for
settlement on a reservation located between the Withlacoochee River and the Peace River. The
issue with treaty agreement was that the select few who signed away their rights to land and
agreed to westward movement did not speak for all Seminole people throughout Florida
(Landers 2013:188). Upon the arrival and settlement of some groups within the reservation, they
came to realize that the land they were limited to was infertile (Weisman 2013:208). Dying of
starvation, many of the Seminole people fled from the reservation to return to their prior homes.
This migration intensified conflict between white settlers and the Seminole. The outcome was
further deceit and coercion proposed by Gadsden through The Treaty of Paynes Landing. The
treaty was only signed by 15 members of the Seminole agreeing to mass evacuation and
dispersion onto a Western reservation with the Creek within three years (Weisman 2013:210).
The signatures of a few were met with unwavering disagreement from much of the Seminole.
Outraged by the refusal of the Seminole to relocate again, President Andrew Jackson vehemently
ordered the expedited removal of all Seminole peoples from the territory (Weisman 2013:210).
Refusal by the Seminole to leave their home was met with even more violence and brutality
during what are referred to as the Second Seminole (1835-1842) and Third Seminole Wars
(1855-1858). The bloodshed and removal over the course of nearly three decades was so intense
that the Seminole population was reduced to approximately 200 remaining members scattered
throughout Florida (Weisman 2013:210).
By 1842 the Armed Occupation Act had taken effect. Armed Occupation nullified any
remaining rights of the Seminole people to the land they first occupied throughout the state.
Congress passed the legislation in hopes that the encroachment of white settlers would pressure
the remaining Seminole to leave (Weisman 2013:210). This new law guaranteed white male
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settlers over the age of 18 up to 160 acres (about twice the area of a large shopping mall) of land
in Florida following five consecutive years of residency between Gainesville the Peace River. It
also permitted the use of five acres of land for crop cultivation so long as they could bear the
arms to protect their settlements without military assistance (Brown 2001: 29-31). Thus, the
codified cycle of predatory land use and theft targeting marginalized groups continued. By 1845
the region had received two enormous waves of white settlers eager to acquire land previously
occupied by the Seminole and Florida was catapulted into statehood.
Civil War and Reconstruction in Florida 1861-1877
Within only a decade of achieving statehood Florida politicians, white settlers, and
aristocratic planters claimed their stance on the state’s future. Concerned that the new executive
chief Abraham Lincoln was a threat to the institution of slavery, many Floridians gathered at the
capital meeting in 1861 to deliberate secession from the Union. Florida comparable to other
slave states had developed an economy heavily reliant on the free labor provided by those
enslaved in the American Plantation System (Taylor 2013:244). While there were pockets of
individuals who did not support the decree of secession, it was voted into approval by the
resulting sixty-two to seven votes in favor of the action (Taylor 2013:245). Florida was soon
joined by other slave states becoming the Confederate States of America electing Jefferson Davis
as their interim president. Plans for the Confederacy powered ahead resulting in the creation of
the Confederate army and navy.
By April 12 of 1861, the Confederacy carried out an attack on Fort Sumter in Charleston
Harbor, which is a defining moment signifying the start of the Civil War (Taylor 2013:245).
Following the attack at Fort Sumter, the Union called upon volunteers to form a Naval blockade.
Floridians joined the Confederate military by the thousands to be directed by planter John Milton
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who held office as Governor (Taylor 2013:246). The vulnerability of Florida’s position made the
situation all the more worrying for the Confederate leader. By 1862 Key West, Pensacola, Saint
Augustine, Fernandina and Jacksonville were occupied by the Union. Blockaders restricted
portions of Tampa Bay cutting of numerous ports of access to the Gulf of Mexico (Taylor
2013:247).
The Union continued tightening their grasp around Florida compelling Confederate
troops to rely on internally sourced materials for food and supplies. The Confederacy was feeling
the shortage of necessary resources, one of the most valuable being salt for meat preservation.
Florida’s position between the Gulf and Atlantic resulted in a boom of saltworks along both
coasts primarily fueled by the free labor of the enslaved. The Union recognized that Florida was
fueling salt production for the Confederacy and sought every opportunity to attack salt plants
throughout the state (Taylor 2013:249). In addition, farms and plantations throughout the state
were providing sustenance for the Confederacy. While some enslaved individuals worked
tirelessly to make up for the absence of white laborers, others were rented into service for the
Confederacy. Meanwhile, Union forces were making their way around the state offering freedom
for those who were willing to risk their lives escaping (Taylor 2013:252). In South Florida, the
remaining Seminole watched the new conflict unfold. The Indigenous groups facilitated the trade
of items throughout the state for the Union (Taylor 2013:253). Further north, families and
residents not enlisted in the Confederacy found themselves begging for help as they ran low on
essentials and food. As desperation worsened among civilians the 1962 Confederate
Conscription Act shattered their once overwhelming support for the Confederacy that had existed
throughout the state (Taylor 2013:253). Black Floridians joined the United States Colored
Troops and the Union Navy. On April 9, 1865, the Confederacy surrendered in Virginia and
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slavery was legislatively repudiated. Soon after, Governor Milton took his own life. His death
economically impacted the already vulnerable state of Florida as Confederate troops arriving
home faced a shockingly new reality featuring a broken economy that could no longer rely on the
free labor of the previously enslaved Black population (Taylor 2013:256).
Following the Civil War, everything in Florida was at a standstill. General John Newton
requested that Florida planters employ and compensate their formerly enslaved laborers to kick
start the economy (Shofner 2013:260). In March of 1865 Congress passed an act to establish the
formation of the Freedmen’s Bureau to provide relief for newly Freed Black population postCivil War. Agents from the Bureau oversaw contracts between the planters and Freedmen
working on plantations. The agents and Freedmen were met with resistance over their newly
established freedoms (Shofner 2013:262). Autonomy and freedom however were still limited,
though Freedmen were granted civil rights they were prohibited from testifying in court cases
brought against them that involved white people. An obviously dangerous scenario for a Black
person in the post-emancipation South. The US government appointed a three-member
committee on constitutional changes giving Anderson J. Peeler a voice in legislature
recommendations. Peeler believed that Reconstructed legislation should strive to preserve the
“beneficial features” of slavery claiming that the institution was simply misunderstood and
abused (Shofner 2013:262). Congress watched as southern states including Florida continued to
deny equal citizenship to freedmen.
Florida and other southern state governments passed legislation popularly referred to as
the Black Codes. These laws were designed to reinforce the ideologies of white supremacy that
had previously enabled chattel slavery. These efforts were made to maintain access to the free or
low-cost labor of Freedmen (Richardson 1969:368). Former enslavers, planters, and poor white
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folks perpetuated the notion of innate criminality and biological inferiority of Black people
(Richardson 1969:367). They held firmly to this sentiment as it had previously facilitated their
dehumanization of Black people prior to emancipation (Richardson 1969:369). Black codes
called for the fining or arrest of Black freedmen labeled as vagrants for being without permanent
residence or employment. Aware that these individuals were incapable of paying fines, they were
set to be imprisoned and bound to work for plantations under labor contracts (Wilson 1976:436).
The success of the Black Codes in imprisoning Black freedmen quickly influenced the start of
convict leasing system that funneled Black laborers into the state of Florida acting as a
purposeful reinforcement of oppression. Back and forth controversy between Congress and
President Andrew Johnson eventually negatively impacted the Freedmen’s Bureau and U.S.
Army that were in place to protect the recently emancipated. Johnson’s Reconstruction plan
failed in Florida and Congress took over revealing their own plan. Ossian B Hart was appointed
as the supervisor of registration in Jacksonville and following the construction of a suitable
constitution that included Black suffrage, the Fourteenth Amendment was ratified. In addition,
Black Codes were nullified with the passing of the Civil Rights Act. Legally, discrimination
against the formerly enslaved was punishable by fine or imprisonment.
White Floridians were already holding disdain over the loss of the Civil War and the
newly established legal freedoms of Black people. This anger and resentment only caused more
strife between the Black and white populations. White populations looking for rural areas to
settle away from the outcomes of new legislation diffused from Middle Florida into South and
Central Florida counties (Shofner 2013:264). This period of Reconstruction was seen as a threat
to white prosperity and fear was not limited to the wealthy whites; poor whites were convinced
that they were going to lose their low-paying laborer positions because of Freedmen in the
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workforce. In response, white people sustained to marginalization, disenfranchisement, and
outright discrimination against Black people.
Race and Racism in the Jim Crow Florida
As previously mentioned, Reconstruction only deepened the racial conflict throughout
the state of Florida. Black voters were met with violence and brutality from white supremist
groups like the Ku Klux Klan and the Young Men’s Democratic Clubs. As Reconstruction drew
to an end in 1877 white people grew perpetually uncomfortable with size, power, and freedoms
of Black communities throughout the state (Graham 2013:284). In the plantation belt, counties
instituted the first poll tax to minimize the Black vote. Poll taxes soon became legally reinforced
triggering a significant drop in Black voters by 1892 (Graham 2013:284). Although Black and
white people were already living in separate spaces across the landscape this segregation became
systemized through legislation becoming more severe as time stretched on.
De facto segregation throughout the nation was enabled by the white awareness of the
economic position that centuries of exploitation and marginalization had resulted in for Black
people. The formation of federal and state labor policies, taxation, and the prison labor pipeline
factitiously forced Black communities into a lower class (Rothstein 2017:154). As the twentieth
century approached Florida, employers experiencing labor shortages sought solutions through
the prisoner leasing system. Lumber operations had expanded throughout the state as the advent
of railroads expedited transport and turpentine operations became extremely widespread
(Graham 2013:285). To satisfy the need for cheap labor, the Georgia-Florida Sawmill
Association opted to make vagrancy laws more effective in an effort send prisoners to turpentine
and lumber camps as free labor. Vagrancy laws were just another form of enslavement. The
effort to revitalize nullified Black Codes as vagrancy law resulted in the petty and phony arrests
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of Black people (Rothstein 2017:154). In 1907, the state of Florida extended the definition of a
“vagrant” to include any able-bodied male above the age of 18 without a means of support
(Shofner 1981:15). Beatings, bloodhound chases, and inhumane living conditions are hardly
descriptive enough to capture the torturous circumstances and treatments of those imprisoned in
labor camps. Debt peonage was also part of this exploitative system. Prior to 1891, debt peonage
had been outlawed, however, this action was quickly reversed by the initiation of an act that
considered anyone who accepting money or items in exchange for labor that failed to follow
through with payment guilty of fraud. The repercussion of fraudulent activity required that the
so-called guilty party work for the employer until the debt was paid or they faced imprisonment which meant becoming another person entangled in the convict leasing system (Shofner
1981:15). On all fronts, those in power passively allowed people to deliberately abuse laws in an
effort entrap Black laborers. Predictably, there was a massive shift in the racial composition of
the inmates as the influx of Black prisoners began anew. Those imprisoned in the state of
Georgia were leased to private companies throughout the south who bore the cost of housing,
clothing, guarding, and food in exchange for their labor (Shofner 1981:14).
In 1896 the United States Supreme Court approved the white supremacist-driven doctrine
of “separate but equal” that grew into what we now know as Jim Crow. The irony of the separate
but equal sentiment is that it was imposed on a cultural, legal, economic landscape intentionally
crafted to reinforce that ideology of white superiority through the othering of people of color.
Thus, white people and lawmakers continued to embrace their philosophy as they showered the
landscape with physical color lines assigning color to places and things. The notion of separate
was most definitely an honored concept by lawmakers and average white citizens.
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In the South, ordinances were passed requiring white and Black railroad passengers to
ride in separate cars (Graham 2013:284). However, laws such as this hardly capture the depth of
Jim Crow. The state of Florida alone enacted 19 Jim Crow laws between 1865 and 1967. The 19
laws do not account for social or cultural actions of white people during Jim Crow that were
validated by the dreadful views of those upholding positions of power and allowing enormous
abuses and violence to be brought upon Black people. In addition, reinforcing the fallacy that
Black people were prone to violent outbursts further weaponized to justify segregation and
horrendous acts of violence through the “Brute Caricature” (Pilgrim 200:1). It is such an ironic
notion considering that false accusations brought on Black men by white women particularly in
Florida have resulted in town massacres and burnings such as that of Rosewood (Newman
1999:32-39). The falsehood of the feeble white woman destroyed and displaced entire
communities based on claims that were later proven to be false.
While the dichotomy throughout the cultural landscape was becoming increasingly more
dangerous for Black people to simply exist, there were pieces of legislation adding fuel to the
fire. Written law barred Black people from public accommodations such as public transportation,
parks, and beaches their presence resulting in fines or imprisonment. Black and white people
were prohibited from marrying one another and the classification of “Blackness” became
extended to blood quantum, likely an additional effort to prevent mixed race marriages and
expand the coverage of targeted marginalization. Black children could not be taught in the same
schools as white children and Black teachers would be fined up to $500 or imprisoned for six
months for violating the law (Arthur and Emalie Gutterman Family Center for Holocaust and
Human Rights Education 2022). Separate waiting rooms were constructed in railroad depots
preventing Black and white people from lingering together. These laws were unforgiving and left
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plenty of room for interpretation for those in power to elect how they were going to uphold them.
This subjectivity proved to be life threatening for countless people of color.
Nationally, states across the country enforced racial zoning. Black people were prohibited
by local governments from purchasing homes on the same block as white people. While in other
scenarios zoning rules declared that there needed to be segregated living spaces for white and
Black communities (Rothstein 2017:44). In areas like Atlanta or Birmingham racial zoning law
enforced until 1950 banned sales of property to people of color. In Apopka, Florida, local
government declared that all Black people had to live on the south side of the railroad tracks
while all white people were to remain on the Northern side of the track. Local and state
governments approved the construction of interstate highways that reinforced racial boundaries.
In addition, if Black people did purchase land to build on, local entities might suddenly decide
that the roads leading to their homes were private, furthering their efforts of forced displacement,
isolation, and segregation (Rothstein 2017:122).
Housing developers and policy makers were well aware of the economic disproportions
between Black and white families across the nation. This awareness led to the intentional
construction of neighborhoods entirely comprised of single-family units categorized as “First
Residential” which prevented construction of anything other than single family units within a
given neighborhood. The intentionality of developers and the FHA created another obstacle that
would prevent Black presence in white neighborhoods (Rothstein 2017:49). President Hoover
and an advisory committee staffed with segregationists published a public zoning model that
would be distributed nationwide. While race was not always boldly printed as the reasoning
behind zoning, it was abundantly clear that the entanglement of race and class was motivating
these policies across the nation (Rothstein 2017:54). Consequently, zoning policies that resulted
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in concentrations of Black families in specific areas also paved the way for creation of urban
slums and commercial waste facilities in close proximity to Black neighborhoods as public
officials advocated to prevent the degradation of white neighborhoods (Rothstein 2017:55). In
the same breath the marginalized communities that were forced into urban projects were also
targeted for removal when white urban city centers expanded. Interstate construction was
weaponized to forcibly displace the same communities that were involuntary made to live there
to begin with (Rothstein 2017:127).
Resales of homes to Black people were prohibited by the fine print on home deeds and
within white neighborhoods as restrictive covenants (Rothstein 2017:77). The post-World War II
Federal Housing Authority’s (FHA) approval and financing of construction plans across the
nation included commitments from builders to not sell to Black people. The FHA would even
deny financing for construction plans that were within proximity to Black neighborhoods
(Rothstein 2017:71). The right to establish restrictive covenants was backed by the FHA who
also agreed that surrounding white neighbors of Black homeowners and renters had a right to
seek court ordered eviction if restrictive covenants had been violated by Black occupancy
(Rothstein 2017:84). It was not until 1972 that the federal appeals court determined that deeds
with restrictive covenants were a violation of the Fourteenth Amendment (Rothstein 2017:90).
Unfortunately, the FHA was not the only entity upholding white supremacy through their
powerful policies and actions. As public housing through the twentieth century increased, it
concentrated Black people in urban projects while the approval of federal loans for white
families to facilitate their movement in suburban neighborhoods.
The IRS granted tax exemptions to organizations, congregations, and groups that
endorsed segregation but withheld the same tax exemptions for those that backed integration
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(Rothstein 2017:101). As a government organization the IRS failed to uphold a standard that
prevented discrimination and instead uphold white supremacy. Likewise, banks backed by the
Federal Home Loan Bank Board were legally permitted to deny mortgage loans to Black people
through the claim that they were a credit risk. Unable to receive a loan, Black people who could
not save to purchase a home were once again economically forced into segregated
neighborhoods and public housing. This exploit is referred to as redlining and is an act of
segregation that concentrated Black communities based on the gaze of upper class suburban
white people (Rothstein 2017:108). Following the opposition of the practice in 1961 by the
Federal Home Loan Bank Board, banks instead began to market exploitative loans to Black
communities in a process of reverse redlining (Rothstein 2017:109). Subprime loans with higher
interest rates were marketed to Black communities. These loans were based on similar risk
assessments to what substantiated the initial act of redlining. Banks would use mortgage loans to
lock in borrowers in areas where they deliberately anticipated zero increase in equity,
committing them to an unfixed interest rate that skyrocketed far beyond what could be afforded
(Rothstein 2017:110). These instances are just a few examples of the policies and actions that
solidified the status Black people within the physical, legal, and social landscape as second-class
citizens. It unfortunately has bled into every aspect of life in America producing a cultural,
political, and legal landscape in which inequity is the accepted norm. Despite this, African
Americans throughout the South developed thriving communities with significant economic,
cultural and social foundations.
Polk County’s Role in Historic Florida
Contemporary Polk County is a massive 2,011 mi2 region positioned at the same latitude
as Tampa Bay. Pasco and Hillsborough Counties comprise the western border while Highlands
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and Hardee Counties limit the reach of Polk’s boundaries to the south. The Kissimmee River
runs along the outer edges of eastern Polk leading into Osceola, while Sumter and Lake counties
rest along the northern border. In the early nineteenth century Polk County had not yet been
declared its own entity and was considered as a segment of Hillsborough County. The
boundaries of old Hillsborough County extended through modern Pinellas, Hillsborough,
Hardee, Desoto, Glades, Charlotte, Sarasota, Manatee, Highlands, and Polk counties. It was not
until 1861 when the Chapter 1201 Florida Statutes stipulated that Hillsborough was to be divided
into eastern and western halves that we see the establishment of contemporary Polk County. The
eastern half of this legal division called for the county to receive a new name in honor of the
eleventh president of the United States, James Knox Polk.
The natural landscape of the Central Florida region has been historically categorized as
prairie, hammock, or pine forest. In northern Polk, it is typical to find wetlands like those that
run along the Withlacoochee River with sizeable natural lakes that are strewn throughout the
landscape. The swampy areas are classified as low or high hammocks that contain soft loam and
marl soils. These soil types of support some of Central and Southern Florida’s natural flora such
as live oaks, orange, bay, hickory, cypress, gum, and magnolia trees. In contrast, the central and
southern portions of the county are inconsistent with the majority of the state’s flatwoods and
wetlands. The enormous prairies throughout display rolling hills that were the foundation of
several dominating industries such as cattle grazing, turpentine, phosphate mining, and citrus
cultivation (Brown 2001:3-7).
As formerly mentioned, nineteenth-century Florida territory hastily became a violent
landscape as efforts towards Indigenous removal amplified. The Treaty of Moultrie Creek
sentenced Seminole groups to temporary life on a 40-million-acre reservation located between
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the Withlacoochee and Peace Rivers. The treaty included an added caveat that permitted white
settlers to construct roads through the reservation for the purpose of capturing previously
enslaved individuals living among the Seminole (Schafer 2013:228). A large portion of this
reservation was located in Polk County. Along the Peace River in Polk, the Seminole were
seasonally occupying a seasonal village named Talakchopco. Simultaneously, the U.S.
established Fort Brooke along the east bank of the Hillsborough River. The fort and those who
occupied it quickly became an instrument of intimidation and reinforcement for the Treaty of
Moultrie Creek. Six years later in 1835, Andrew Jackson assumed his role as president and put in
place a law that counselled for further Indigenous displacement and Black re-enslavement
(Brown 2001:14). In Polk County, those on the reservation began to organize a plan of resistance
instructing those on plantations and other Seminole allies to revolt against their oppressors as
conflict worsened. Various Indigenous and Black leaders generated chains of communication
reaching those on frontier plantations in Middle Florida. Meanwhile those located in the Polk
County portion of the reservation stockpiled ammunition and supplies (Brown 2001:14). The
resulting combat included the participation of Seminole leaders such as Osceola who led attacks
on settlements from ranging from Polk County to Ocala as Black enslaved leaders instructed the
currently enslaved to revolt when conflict flared (Brown 2001:16).
At Talakchopco, the population had grown significantly serving as a spot for those
seeking refuge from the brutality of the U.S and enslavement in the Cotton Belt. In April of 1836
plans of an attack on the Seminole ordered by General Winfield Scott reached the groups at
Talakchopco. The Seminole and Black allies catching word of the attack abandoned
Talakchopco and fled for safety into the dense wilderness of Polk County. Upon arrival at
Talakchopco Winfield Scott’s men burned the village to the ground, other nearby Seminole
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communities were met with the same unfortunate fate (Brown 2001:17). In subsequent years, the
Polk landscape became heavily manipulated by military presence. Amid the Second Seminole
War the construction of roads, bridges, foundations, causeways, and forts expanded white
presence within the county (Brown 2001:29). The Armed Occupation Act soon came into effect.
New land limitations were placed over the remaining Seminole as white settlers spread
throughout the county. White settlement was loosely prohibited within a declared 20 mile
“Neutral Zone” acting as buffer that separated the remaining portions of the Seminole
Reservation from white settlers in Polk County (Brown 2001:38). Settlement within the neutral
zone began to snowball as conflict arose between Mexico and America resulting in the
withdrawal of United States Troops from Fort Brooke (Brown 2001:37).
Simultaneously, Congress had enacted a military bounty program allowing white
veterans to claim homesteads on all public lands. Movement eastward into the zone progressed
when troops at Fort Brooke were replaced by volunteers who ignored the encroachment on
Indigenous territory (Brown 2001:38). As the expiration of the five-year residency period for the
Armed Occupation claims approached, the Tampa Bay region was hit by a catastrophic
hurricane. In the wake of the natural disaster, the government land office approved those
impacted by the hurricane to occupy and claim land within the neutral zone (Brown 2001:41).
Concurrently, the Florida legislature declared that all Indigenous peoples were required to stay
within the reservation, ensuring that the Seminole remain immobile and silent as white
advancement towards the reservation continued. Shortly thereafter, a meeting in Tampa called
for the removal of all Seminole people over their continuous “hostility” towards white settlers
(Brown 2001:49). Further, white settlement into the county extended as Seminole removal
pressed on. As white settlers arrived many tried their hand at the cattle business earning their
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place as Florida Crackers and challenging the remaining cattle businesses of the Seminole. These
settler families worked hard at establishing Florida homesteads. Many of their efforts were not
without the help of enslaved Black and freed Black families that traveled with them as
employees (Brown 2001:52).
Race, Reconstruction, and Industry in Polk County
Subsequent migration into the county continued during and after The Civil War. Polk
County was littered with rage, resentment, and violence towards newly freed Black communities
and individuals trying to navigate the post-emancipation landscape. During this period, the Polk
industrial scene began to rapidly evolve. The earliest staple of economic growth in Polk was the
cattle industry; white settlers had taken jobs capturing, marking, and branding cattle for the
Cuban market and Northern sale (Brown 2001:112). However, a nosedive of the cattle industry
in the 1880s sent white cracker families across the county into destitution. Accessible markets to
sell or trade in were exceedingly rare. Unable to purchase cattle at the time, previously enslaved
Freedmen and their families began cultivating orange trees and other crops on local homesteads
(Brown 2001:118). Black Polk residents turned to citrus cultivation, picking, and packing as a
reliable source of income and citrus operations throughout the county exploded.
As the Reconstruction era ended, the Polk citrus industry was thriving… until it was not.
In 1886, the boom of successful groves was stunted by “The Great Freeze”. While this may have
been a time of trepidation for an ample number of folks in Polk County, timbermen seized the
opportunity to purchase cheap lots of land through quit claim deeds leading to the beginning of
large-scale timber operations (Brown 2001:196). While the freeze had devastating impacts on
citrus growers, the natural disaster did not destroy the citrus business. By 1910, the county had
surpassed the rest of Florida’s citrus production and shipments (Brown 2001:215).
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Businesspeople like Frank C. Gardner and George Sebring had leased hundreds of acres of cheap
land following the initial citrus freeze only to flip the land into citrus production once more after
resources were depleted from their turpentine ventures (Brown 2001:216). At least seven major
citrus packing plants situated throughout the county spawned from this period of economic
success. The L. Maxcy Inc. packing house in Frostproof was one of the most notable packing
facilities, and was associated with a historic Black community, and their cemetery, discussed
later in this thesis. By the end of the Great Depression, Polk County had a shockingly enormous
sum of sixty packing houses and canning plants throughout the region (Brown 2001:304). During
this time, despite hostilities from white communities, the African American population in the
county had grown to 11,469 by 1910 and comprised at least 30% of the total population within
most of the larger towns (Brown 2001:225).
Not long after citrus operations began at the turn of the twentieth century, the pebble
phosphate industry also took off. After the advent of phosphate mining in Polk, a whopping 400
companies were divvying up Florida land for profit, many of which had set their sights on Polk
County. These companies provided many Black residents with jobs. Phosphate expansion was
vast throughout Western Polk, and led to the creation of several towns, some of which have
survived, after numerous transitions, into the present. Other towns were only occupied until the
mid-twentieth century when their adjacent mines were phased out (Brown 2001:194). Towns
such as Brewster, Christina, Coronet, Kingsford, Pierce, Mulberry, Nichols, Ridgewood, and San
Gully housed Black and white employees but required separate living sections for Black people
within or on the boundaries of the town. By 1900, 3,915 people in Florida were employed in
phosphate mines (Grace 1954:170). Phosphate became a valuable source of income, albeit the
associated labor was often dangerous and back breaking. The phosphate boom did not last
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forever. In the latter half of the twentieth century, the overall population in Polk had skyrocketed to 193,000 and the majority were instead working in less dangerous industries such
manufacturing, retail, trade, insurance, public utilities, government, or real-estate (Brown
2005:116). Many of the turpentine, lumber, and citrus operations had sold off their land for top
dollar to phosphate companies following their own exploitation of the natural resources.
Phosphate companies embraced every opportunity they could to purchase land of value for
mining operations. In 1895 there were a total of 400 mining companies in Florida. Following
decades of consolidation, three mining companies had monopolized the Florida industry (Florida
Industrial and Phosphate Research Institute 2022).
After so many years of resource exploitation Polk’s phosphate industry came under fire.
The practice of phosphate mining is linked to water quality issues, droughts, floods, and
ecological degradation. Amid recognition of these issues, citizens became deeply concerned
when massive sinkholes appearing overnight began to wreak havoc on the infrastructure in
Lakeland. Initial spikes in awareness caused a handful of companies to begin phosphate land
reclamation projects by 1961. The intentions of reclamation were to bring land back into use
following mining. Use was loosely considered to be agricultural, forestry, recreation, wildlife
habitat, or residential and commercial development (Beavers 2013:10). However, the action of a
few companies at the time was not a promise that all of the phosphate giants were going
relinquish their powers and permanently suspend mining practices throughout the county.
Despite the few efforts allowing nature to reclaim the manmade mining pits, the exploits of these
companies continued killing large quantities of fish, damaging the natural ecosystem, and
causing air pollution so extensive that virtually all bird life, crops, and other life nearby were
threatened (Brown 2005:126-129). Phosphate towns, comprised of framed houses occupied by
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mine workers, experienced dry-rock dust covering their homes, while the surrounding nature was
suffocating. The tripling of fertilizer usage across the United States mid-century did not bolster
any confidence that mining and chemical plants in the area were going to carry through with
shutting down their practices. The doubt among Polk citizens was warranted considering that
production plants increased their efforts and expanded their operations due to monetary
investment from global giant Oil companies that facilitated worldwide distribution. While these
companies had promised Polk residents that their newly expanded facilities would be better for
the human and natural environment, it was not until years later that many phosphate operations
began to wind down (Florida Industrial and Phosphate Research Institute 2022). Phosphate
mining is still active across the western half of the county and particularly large in Mulberry, but
many of the older mining areas are now reclaimed land.
Naturally, timber, phosphate, turpentine, and naval stores had offered thousands of jobs
to Black Polk residents. The overall Black population had flourished, growing from 1,776 to
2,948 by the turn of the century and by 1905 there were a total of 5,007 Black individuals living
within the county (Brown 2001:198). However, the overall number of Black people who stayed
in Polk due to debt peonage or the convict leasing system is unknown. The shift in the county’s
racial composition did not occur without a fight. White people living within the bounds of these
towns protested the presence of Black people, creating further segregation. White residents let it
be known that their proximity to Black people was unacceptable. As happened throughout the
United States in the early 20th century, segregation was both socially and legally enforced. Black
communities that were not situated in proximity to urban areas were otherwise located near
mining, timber, and turpentine camps. Individuals and families within these communities lived
and worked alongside those that were imprisoned by the convict leasing system in the same labor
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camps. Challenges for those living in these communities were compounded by the fact that they
had little to no access to healthcare and were working for businesses that had a complete lack of
safety measures. Crowded living conditions, unsafe work environments, and nutritionally
inadequate food were enough to wreak havoc on the mental and physical well-being of those
living and working in the camps (Brown 2001:200).
Furthermore, as the foundational industries developed in Polk County, railroads were
constructed to facilitate the transportation of goods, materials, and laborers. Black laborers were
tasked with assembling the South Florida Railroad running from Kissimmee to Tampa. Workers
set up temporary living quarters as needed and shifted from place-to-place following work
opportunities throughout the county. Temporary home spaces and communities were a common
theme for people employed in industry work camps and seemingly more common for those
included in the marginalized population that could only access employment in industry settings
(Glave and Stoll 1954:53:55). Turpentine and lumber operations also required migration
following a depletion of resources or sale of land. However, urban and rural Black communities
laid down roots wherever they were situated even if their time at a location was fleeting.
Temporary communities developed, with churches, congregations, schools, and cemeteries to
bury their dead. Conversely, while railroad construction workers developed temporary camps,
the construction of railroads and depots propelled populations into rural areas resulting in more
permanent living for some Black residents. Many were able to find long-term employment doing
railroad maintenance or working at stations, depots, and restaurants. Large railroad operations
centered in Lakeland and Bartow offered higher wages than most other job opportunities for
Black Polk residents making permanent communities more economically sustainable (Brown
2001:212).
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In the Mid-twentieth century Black and white Polk County residents experienced their
fair share of strife considering the combined effects of the white supremacy, economic
depression, multiple citrus freezes, and cattle fiascos. However, the furtherance of phosphate,
timber, and turpentine operations continued to propagate economic wealth within the county.
After a decade of economic success across the county in the early years of the twentieth century,
the reach of depression began to impact rural families involved in citrus and other industry
labors. Following a downturn among rural communities, the effects were felt by more urban
businesses as well. In addition, three hurricanes between 1926 and 1933 left thousands of ruined
citrus trees in their wake shutting down a handful of citrus operations while others were lucky
enough to produce and sell their remaining crop. Naval stores in Polk were consolidated, and a
refusal from small titleholders to pay taxes caused the school system to go bankrupt. Around this
time, phosphate production hemorrhaged as mines closed and workers stood in line for food
(Brown 2001:299). Amid the depression, Black women of Polk and throughout the Jim Crow
south were laid off from their jobs as domestic help, and if they managed to keep these positions,
their salaries were significantly lessened (Brown 2001:306). On the heels of the nationwide
depression, Franklin D. Roosevelt assumed his term in office and with Congress passed
executive actions such as the creation of the New Deal, the Emergency Banking Act,
Agricultural Adjustment Act, the National Industrial Recovery Act. This period also produced
the Civilian Conservation Corps and the Public Works Administration. People on both sides of
the color line were given positions within federal agencies such as the Works Progress
Administration. The phosphate industry began to make a strong come back and by 1934 Polk
was producing around 50 percent of the world’s total production in phosphate and this uphill
trend continued. At this point citrus production was still considered to be the backbone of the
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county’s economy and to this day Polk County is still recognized as an agricultural giant ranking
among the fifty leading agricultural counties in the United States (Brown 2001:305).
Twentieth Century Polk County, Jim Crow, and White Supremacy
Unfortunately, white supremacy in Polk County prospered just as well as the economy
into the mid 20th century. Despite the constant threats and violence from the Ku Klux Klan
permanent Black communities had developed around the county. Black churches, schools, dance
halls, medical practices, and towns like Florence Villa, Pughsville, and Gordonville grew. While
this period saw the economic improvement of some Black communities, the reach of the Klan
and their ideologies of hate also evolved. The Klan cloaked their white supremacy in patriotism
and polished it off with protestant teachings to infiltrate the minds of those that looked like them.
Within Polk they were quite successful in their efforts, so much so that members of the Polk
Klan were the first of the organization’s groups in Florida to receive their own lodge building
(Moore 2020). The hate group in Polk was comprised of average citizens such as lawyers,
doctors, teachers, or preachers. However, it was also filled with people in powerful positions like
local government and law enforcement. While their identities may have been cloaked by their
white hoods, it was no secret that the spaces they occupied and powers they held created
immeasurable danger for people of color. The group was not shy about their position on antiBlackness and members carried about violent and deadly vigilante attacks on Black men and
women throughout the county. Of course, law enforcement often ignored these attacks because
some of them were also members of the Klan. For instance, A.H Wilder and James A. Johnson
assumed their roles as Sheriff between 1925-1929 despite public awareness of their involvement
in the murder and surrender of multiple imprisoned African Americans to lynch mobs. Their
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open connection and involvement with the Ku Klux Klan merely encouraged further conflict
between the county’s Black and white populations (Brown 2001:293).
Following the Great Depression, the economic circumstances were looking up for Polk
citizens, but the pattern of racialized bloodshed had only worsened. The Ku Klux Klan received
support from frustrated citrus growers in protest of the county’s actions to support the citrus
pickers and packers, many of whom were Black residents, in unionization. Following a
determination by the county officials to ease up on their anti-picketing stance towards the union,
200 robed Klansmen marched through the Black section of Moorehead in Lakeland; they
paraded around with their American flags and steeped a large wooden cross in fire symbolizing
their support for the citrus growers and attempting to intimidate Black residents (Brown
2001:322). This war waged on between the multiple parties as the sheriff became involved.
Sheriff Chase increased his surveillance of unionized workers during this period to weaken their
unity. However, his efforts failed, and the citrus growers once again called upon 250 Klansmen
to parade through the streets of Auburndale and Winter Haven. These displays were intended to
weaken the new power structure that wealthy growers and other white people within county were
growing uncomfortable with. Unionizing meant that African American communities and workers
were exercising their agency to establish labor rights, something that the growers and white folks
already had. Despite support from many Polk County residents, the growers and Klansmen’s acts
of hatred, violence, and ignorance were also met with dissatisfaction and embarrassment from
the few white people that were intent on dissolving conflict throughout the county. Although the
Klan continued to have a threatening presence well past the 1940s, there were white individuals
that tried to separate themselves from their actions (Brown 2001:322). During the citrus strikes,
the Klan organization had witnessed a withering support that eventually resulted in the growers
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renouncing their previously ascertained wage cuts. Growers found themselves in an unfortunate
position, the circumstances wreaked havoc on their status, and support for the citrus industry was
crumbling as more white people tried to distance themselves from the actions of the Klan. Prices
of citrus dropped to historic lows and an overproduction of citrus nearly destroyed the
continuation of Polk’s citrus production (Brown 2001:322-325). The New Deal had brought
upon different conservation efforts to improve local grasslands which in turn revitalized the
cattle industry for a brief period. However, this time cattle were being raised for local beef
production rather than trade with Cuba (Brown 2005:41). Polk’s orientation began to trend
towards urban development and lifestyle. Residents moved from rural settings and jobs to urban
centers following the depression. However, everyday interaction between Black and white Polk
residents remained limited to grocery store encounters and work.
The 1940s, just like the decades prior, brought upon more change and uncertainty in
Polk. As WWII transpired, the county’s phosphate production began to ramp up. Polk County
was already responsible for ninety percent of the world’s pebble phosphate production at this
point. Phosphate was no longer solely being produced for agricultural purposes. Instead, mines in
the area were responsible for a five percent contribution to phosphorus used for bomb
production, hardening of metals, signal fires, oils, explosives, and smoke screens (Brown
2005:40). The county’s involvement in the war was not limited to mining phosphate, the people
of Polk were also drafted to serve in the war. The draft created a chronic labor shortage that in
which the remaining bitter citrus growers used as an opportunity to take advantage of Black
labor. The phosphate industry had unionized, and although the labor was back-breaking, the
wages for both Black and white employees was livable, drawing in citrus workers that had
fought for similar rights and wages while the industry was overproducing in years prior. In 1942,
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the remaining growers banded together to petition that the school board suspend all Black
schools in order to satiate the current labor shortage. Schools for white children did not receive
the same request nor where those children pulled from their education to satisfy the needs of the
white citrus growers. The action to suspend the school year for only for the Black students
snowballed into what is considered to be the county’s first civil rights protest led by W.J.H.
Black and Jersesa Colvin Austin. A minister and schoolteacher who joined forces to challenge
the school board’s actions, convincing the board to reverse their decision (Brown 2005:42). As
with most things in the Jim Crow South, the fight over power and exploitation did not end there.
In following years, the NAACP held forty-two meetings investigating the decision of the school
board to initially close the schools for African American children and tackling other relevant
issues within the county during integration.
Approximately ten years prior to 1960, the desegregation of the S.H. Kress lunch counter
in Lakeland was an early milestone foreshadowing a tumultuous period of racial integration. The
1965 process of desegregating the school system per federal court order was an experience that
went smoother in Polk than other Florida counties (Brown 2005:158). However, this process was
not without conflict or protest. The local Ku Klux Klan division received a resurgence in support
during the mid 60’s after a Klan officer claimed that there were connections between the civil
rights movement and communism. As the school board’s efforts for one hundred percent
integration continued, white parents were organizing grass roots efforts and carrying out other
acts of defiance to prevent it. This experience was anything but easy for the Black students who
relied on school board members to advocate for their mental and physical safety. Their advocacy
failed on so many levels considering that Black students felt that they had to avoid actions that
would put them into positions where they would be briefly alone at school. Something as simple
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as using the restroom could be incredibly dangerous. By the 1970s the Ku Klux Klan’s power
and influence over the county only worsened. The white hooded men had infiltrated every office
in the county including the sheriff’s office and local government. The organization tried multiple
times to rally white parents and students to protest integration succeeding in some instances but
mostly breeding more hatred amongst the population (Brown 2005:161).
While the Klan continued to perform cross burnings and outright delivered threats to
Black leaders, the recognition and successes of Black communities and individuals only
intensified. Black representation in local government quickly increased. Mayor George H. Gause
became the first Black mayor of a majority white town in Polk. Claude E. Holmes, Harry
Adamson, Lemuel Geathers, and Charles Colemon followed his lead in pursuing public office
(Brown 2005:181). Unrest was driven by the Klansmen of Polk County and resulted in a state of
civil emergency. Their power continued unencumbered for the duration of the twentieth century.
They actively and publicly recruited members at coffee shops, put out flyers and posters,
harassed Black people within their own communities, and conducted cross burnings outside of
Black schools, churches, and cemeteries. The individual instances are too many and too
extensive to list in detail but their final public protest in Polk occurred in 1995 (Moore 2020).
John Paul Rogers, the former Grand Dragon of the Florida Klan of America still resides in Lake
Wales.
The Klan’s grip on the county eventually eased, but the damage done by white
supremacy, segregation, and ideologies that reinforced systemic inequality have had lasting
impacts. One of the many impacts can be easily seen when examining whose history has been
preserved in the county and what history is being taught throughout Polk. Not only did periods of
development and progress labeled as urban renewal (1950s-1970s) erase vulnerable and valuable
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heritage sites county wide, but land exchanges dating back to the early 1920s facilitated the
similar erasures of entire Black towns, labor camps, Jook Joints, churches, schoolhouses and
even cemeteries. When phosphate moved into the region for valuable land they purchased
“vacant” land owned by the timbermen and turpentine giants but occupied by these workingclass Black communities. New roads, subdivisions, civic centers, farms, and mining expansions
obliterated Black neighborhoods and Black history without a second thought. One of the later
instances includes the 1880s African American community of Moorehead that was wiped clean
from the landscape during the construction of the Lakeland Civic Center (Brown 2005:185). The
history of policies and actions inherently rooted in white supremacy have designed the physical
and social landscape. While not all racial injustice that occurred in Polk County is a result of the
Ku Klux Klan, the people with aligning morals still held positions of power at federal, state, and
local levels. Their biases and ideologies allowed for policies, actions, and inactions that have had
ever lasting impacts on Black people, their communities, and the cultural and physical landscape.
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Chapter 4: Methods
The methods applied in this thesis are a blend of archival research, GIS analysis,
community outreach, pedestrian survey, and site documentation. The objective in choosing these
methodologies was to successfully locate, identify, and document all of the historic burial
grounds throughout Polk County while assessing the patterns of erasure and heritage loss for
historic Black cemeteries. This project was initiated by archaeologists at the Florida Public
Archaeology Network who graciously allowed me to continue their research by narrowing the
focus to one county. The Florida Public Archaeology Network is primarily designed around
public outreach and community engagement, and these two concepts are relevant and necessary
to the type of work being done for this thesis. Unfortunately, due to the Covid-19 pandemic and
issues regarding time community outreach and engagement were extremely limited. However,
there were many community members willing to come forth and offer their knowledge on
various burial grounds in the county and their input was essential in conducting this work. The
available archival resources often fell short when it came to documenting the significant actions
and inactions that resulted in the modern status of the historic Black cemeteries which in turn
emphasized the need for public outreach in this work. The interest of local community members
led to relevant literature suggestions and additional cemeteries being discovered. While other
community members were willing to offer their personal knowledge and understanding of the
histories attached to these burial grounds.
Archival Research
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Archival research for this thesis was fundamental in providing a general idea as to how
many cemeteries existed prior to development, industry growth or collapse, and migration within
the county. Research was conducted using several publicly accessible county resources such as
the Polk County Property Appraiser, the Imperial Polk Genealogical Society Cemetery Volumes,
Plat maps, and Sanborn Fire Insurance Maps. Other archival information such as the digitized
WPA Veteran’s grave registration from 1940-1941 (WPA 1941:42-58) was used for gathering
initial cemetery information and creating a GIS database. The Works Progress Administration
(WPA) formed in the 1930s, employed Americans across the nation following the impacts of the
Great Depression. In the wake of the Second World War this administration began an operation
to locate and register all veteran burials at a state level, this information was finalized and
published in 1941. Today, it is digitized and publicly accessible through the University of
Florida’s George A. Smathers Libraries. It is important to note that while the use of the WPA
archival information was the foundation for much of this project, utilizing it for research in other
Florida counties may be impossible. Unfortunately, this WPA project was terminated earlier than
the administration intended thus resulting in the exclusion of 15 Florida counties from the record.
These counties are Columbia, Escambia, Franklin, Gadsden, Gilchrist, Hendry, Highlands,
Jefferson, Leon, Levy, Madison, Marion, Pinellas, Putnam, St. Johns, and Walton from the
published documents.
Luckily, the Works Progress Administration’s Veteran’s Grave Registration 1940-1941,
volume 7 was finished and published prior to the termination of the project. This volume
includes incredibly pertinent information on many of the cemeteries in Hillsborough and Polk
County. Each cemetery has its own description containing information on the section, township,
and range based on the Public Land Survey System (PLSS). This system superimposes a grid
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over large section of land dividing it into baselines that run east to west and meridian lines that
run north to south. Townships are the horizontal grid rows and the ranges are the vertical grid
columns. Section information specifies the subdivided areas of the townships that can be further
divided into half, quarter, and quarter of a quarter segments. This information proved to be one
of the most helpful tools my attempt to narrow down the potential location for the various burial
grounds throughout the County. The WPA employees also provided brief directions noting
landmarks such as unnamed dirt roads, temporary wood posts, street blocks, structures, and even
turpentine stills. Unfortunately, unlike the township and range descriptions the directional
information was difficult to apply because the rural landscape in most of these locations has
changed significantly since 1941. In some instances, road names that may have been local
knowledge are simply chronicled as “dirt road” and structures used to inform an inquirer of
where to turn north or south have since been demolished. The archive also references landmarks
that were specific to segregated areas listing them as colored quarters, colored churches, and
colored camps. Many of these landmarks have since been renamed and have remained mostly
undocumented on historic county maps which created additional challenges when trying to
identify them on the modern landscape. In total, the WPA employees labelled 21 historic
cemeteries in this record as “colored” cemeteries (Table 4.1). However, while completing further
research it was discovered that two cemeteries in this archive were not labelled appropriately and
were segregated Black burial grounds: Evergreen Cemetery and Lake Maude Cemetery.
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Table 4.1. WPA Veteran's Grave Registration, cemeteries in Polk County.

Further, the use of this archive was applicable for the creation of a Polk County
cemeteries geodatabase in GIS. The township, range, and section information from the WPA
archive was combined with the UF GeoPlan Center’s Cemetery Facilities in Florida
GC_CEMETERY.MAY19.DBF Geodataset. The UF GeoPlan layer encloses the locations and
approximate boundaries of various cemeteries throughout Florida through shapefiles. This was
produced in 2019 in addition to a physical list which contains addresses, zip codes, coordinates,
cemetery owner names, operating status, approximate year of establishment for the purposes of.
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The layer was created for planning purposes by extracting location information from 24
resources including the Florida Division of Historical Resources and is not a complete inventory
of all cemeteries in Florida. The Geodata and list are publicly accessible and can be downloaded
from the Florida Geographic Data Library website.
Consequently, in trying to locate historic documents relevant to burial grounds and
particularly historic Black burial grounds I realized that the documentation of these spaces was
extremely limited. The majority of historic Black cemeteries were located in the segregated
communities associated with the various industry camps throughout the county. Many of these
camp were temporary and seasonal camps were dependent on the resources being exploited. The
temporary occupation of land coupled with the fact that legally those living within these
communities did not own the land and that they were intentionally disenfranchised through
segregation, has resulted in very few records and maps documenting their existence on the
landscape. Adrienne Kerst and myself attempted to contact Black owned funeral homes in the
county that would have potentially serviced the burial grounds in question for this thesis. We
inquired about record keeping and asked if the funeral homes had any death, burial, and
interment records associated with the cemeteries in this thesis. Unfortunately, the funeral homes
did not have records for the burial grounds and many were unaware of the burial grounds within
this thesis. Based on the rural location of these cemeteries and their association with temporary
labor camps I believe that this may partly be the reason that these official documents do not
currently exist. If they ever did, they have been lost due to disorganized record keeping, changes
in funeral home ownership, and the general passing of time. Further, the majority of the
temporary labor camps were in rural areas where the coverage of plat maps and Sanborn maps
were not far enough reaching to document the exact locations of the communities and the
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cemeteries. Nonetheless, the effort was made to search for other forms of documentation
regarding segregated cemeteries or even segregated businesses, labor camps, and churches but
this effort often resulted in documents that were exceedingly limited in detail or ignored the
existence of segregated Black communities and their cemeteries altogether. Based on this
experience, the documentation of Black occupied spaces throughout nineteenth and twentieth
century Polk County was not a valued effort. Due to the multitude of dead ends encountered
while trying to compile historic maps and other locational information, most of the geographic
information used for locating historic burial grounds in this research had to be derived from
WPA archive. Furthermore, the Imperial Polk Genealogical Society (IPGS) cemetery books
volumes I-IX available at the Polk County History Center in Bartow, FL provided a more
modernized version of the WPA archive. The Polk County Genealogical Society was developed
as a non-profit organization in 1981 and was comprised of a group of Polk County residents that
were fascinated with researching and documenting family histories. One of their many projects
resulted in the production of nine cemetery books published in 2001 that were based on the
burial grounds listed in the WPA Veterans Graves Registration Archive. The IPGS provided brief
histories, updated location information, interment information, and local narratives that helped
reconstruct the histories of each cemetery. However, they also encountered issues during the
course of their research just as I did. Many of the cemeteries and more specifically the Black
cemeteries could not be located or identified on the modern landscape. However, even the most
basic information provided through these published works was helpful in trying to reconstruct
the histories for the burial grounds of focus in this research (Figure 4.1).
Other archival resources employed in this research were primarily accessed through
online library collections. Sanborn Fire Insurance Maps and Plat Maps when applicable were

75

used to confirm the past presence of the cemeteries or communities associated with cemeteries
that were located in more suburban and urban areas prior to fieldwork. Sanborn Fire Insurance
maps were accessed through the Library of Congress (https://www.loc.gov/collections/sanbornmaps) and the George A. Smathers Libraries Digital Collections
(https://ufdc.ufl.edu/collections/sanborn).

Figure 4.1. Example from the IPGS Cemetery Book, showing documentation of Nelson Still
African American Cemetery.
In addition to this, historic aerial imagery was used for georeferencing each of the
potentially erased cemeteries in GIS. The historic aerial photograph collection is located in the
UF Digital Collections Florida (UFDC) and can be accessed through their online portal
(https://ufdc.ufl.edu/collections/aerials). Further archival information such as historic newspaper
clippings from Polk Progress, The Polk County Democrat, Polk County News, and the Polk
County Historical Quarterly were searched for relevant information through the Library of
Congress (Library of Congress) and the Polk County Historical Commission’s online databases
(Polk Historical and Genealogical Library).
Geographic Information Systems
Beginning in 2020, archaeologists at the Florida Public Archaeology Network
constructed a geodatabase that was primarily informed by 1941 WPA Veterans Graves
Registration. For this research, the use of GIS has provided a better understanding of the spatial
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organization within the region that was not archived or mapped in historic documents. The
geodatabase used for this project features two layers, the first layer consists of the WPA
cemeteries that were located through examining the section, township, and range in addition to
the directions from the WPA archive. The WPA layer cemeteries are organized categorically,
using color coding to represent the status of existence for each burial ground (Figure 4.2). Purple
symbols show that a cemetery requires more research to confirm it is still present, blue symbols
indicate that the cemetery has been located on the modern landscape, and the red symbols
indicate that the cemetery is potentially erased or unidentifiable through internet research,
historic aerial photographs, and modern satellite images. Layer two consisted of shapefiles
geolocated based on the Cemeteries in the state of Florida document from UF (Figure 4.3).
Using the ArcMap overlay tool, I georeferenced historic aerials onto modern satellite
imagery. By combining the georeferenced overlays with the location information from the
archival resources noted above I was able to pinpoint more concise locations for many of the
cemeteries. Going through this process helped to confirm that some cemeteries were no longer
present, or that the overall landscape had drastically changed. Landscape change in these
scenarios could mean phosphate mine development, residential development, the growth of new
forest land, or forest land becoming agricultural land. This process helped to determine if a
physical survey would be necessary to confirm if the burial ground was still intact and visible on
the surface. Also, seeing the landscape change through georeferencing narrowed down where to
look within a geographic section of land while doing the pedestrian survey for the cemeteries
that were not visible on historic aerials and modern satellite.
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Figure 4.2. Map with WPA Cemeteries layer active, created in ArcGIS Pro.
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This method was not applicable in each specific scenario because the quality of the aerial
images complicated the amount of detail on the ground. In the end, however, this technique
proved to be valuable in re-creating landscape change that has occurred across the county. While
it was not possible to spot a headstone or temporary grave marker on the historic aerials, changes
in the aspects of the landscape like agricultural clearings or tree hammocks were much easier to
recognize.
Field Methods and Documentation
The purpose of this project was to locate, assess, and document historic cemeteries while
identifying the causes of erasure and destruction that have disproportionately impacted historic
Black cemeteries in Polk County, Florida. In total, using the WPA Veteran Graves Registration,
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1940-1941, I identified 60 historic cemeteries that should be recorded in Florida Master Site
Files (FMSF). With this information I cross-referenced the current Florida Master Site File to
determine which of these historic cemeteries had received site numbers. The UF GeoPlan list of
cemetery facilities was also cross-referenced with the site file to assure that no historic
cemeteries would be double documented, excluded, or required updated documentation.
Following this process, I combined the GIS data, georeferencing, and archival
information to determine where I needed to conduct non-invasive field surveys for each
cemetery. The first cemeteries surveyed were those categorized as potentially erased or
destroyed and then the historic cemeteries that were active or regularly maintained and
frequented were surveyed at a later date. Field surveys consisted of traveling to each location,
determining access, and completing pedestrian survey looking for any remnants of a burial
ground (burial indentations, flowers, headstones, crypts, temporary grave markers) if the
cemetery property was located on accessible land. There were a few instances in which there was
no ability to access the assumed parcel of land where the cemeteries would be. In those scenarios
the cemetery forms were completed with available archival information, property records, and
online resources. The presumed status of the inaccessible cemeteries was specified on each
cemetery form based on archival research and community communications. Cemeteries that were
safely and legally accessible were recorded through the Esri ArcGIS field maps mobile
application downloaded on an iPhone 11 Pro with iOS 14.8 software. The field maps mobile
application was used to collect coordinates and record cemetery boundaries. Using the
coordinates collected during field excursions, I created the shapefiles for each cemetery in
ArcMap that would later be exported and submitted as spatial data to the FMSF in addition to all
of the necessary historical documents, cemetery forms, and maps. Cemetery specific maps
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submitted to the FMSF were created using the ArcGIS online. Cemetery location, status,
interment information was documented on the Historical Cemetery Form v5.0 available for
download on the Florida Division of Historical Resources website. Prior to the completion of this
research, 17 cemeteries in Polk County were documented in the Florida Master Site File (Table
4.2). Unfortunately, this number is just a sliver of the overall total of historic cemeteries that are
littered throughout the county. Through the work of this project a total of 60 cemeteries were
documented in Polk County. Of the documented historic cemeteries 13 were determined to be
African American and nine were hypothesized to have been erased, destroyed, or unmarked.
These are discussed in further detail in the Results chapter and analyzed in the Discussion and
Analysis chapter.

Table 4.2. Historic cemeteries documented in the FMSF prior to this research.
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Community Communication and Outreach
Prior to beginning fieldwork, I came into contact with Adrienne Kerst and Charles Luster
from the Luster African American Heritage Museum located in the city of Bartow in Polk
County. Adrienne is also an archaeologist and has a deep interest in Historic African American
cemetery erasures and preservation. Charles Luster is a Polk County native that grew up in the
Bartow area and he opened the museum to teach the surrounding community about Black
History within Polk County and across the United States. Throughout the project I worked side
by side with Adrienne and Mr. Luster to conduct archival research, fieldwork, and establish
community communication. Adrienne utilized the museum’s social media page to share
information about our partnership in this work and to inquire within the local community about
historic African American cemeteries. We sent out informational flyers to other museums and
museum organizations in the County and participated in an interview for the Lakeland Ledger
hoping to create more awareness around the work of this project. Following the publishing of the
Ledger article we received information from a multitude of people located in various
communities around Polk County. Community members that came forward shared with us
information about cemeteries that were documented and undocumented in the archival resources.
A few people were able to provide us with the individual histories associated with some of the
cemeteries or the communities that they were associated with. Communication with these
individuals consisted of informal discussions by phone, email, and in person while working at
the Luster African American Heritage Museum. Adrienne Kerst sent out informational emails to
community members that frequented the museum inquiring about historic Black burial grounds
in Polk. Others had heard of this research through Mr. Luster and wanted to contribute brief
information about the location of burial grounds that we were identifying. In addition, we had
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one encounter in the field where we informally spoke with a community member that was
associated with Saint Mary’s African American Cemetery. Our proposal following this phase of
outreach was to conduct community meetings within the County. The first meeting was initially
being planned for December of 2020 and we were trying to hold it at a local Black church in
Bartow. Unfortunately, due to the ongoing Covid-19 pandemic as well as time restrictions we
were not able to organize a meeting and we did not want to risk the health and safety of members
within the church or general community. Recommendations for future community engagement
following the Pandemic will be discussed in the conclusion of this thesis.
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Chapter 5: Results
Through collaborative work with the Florida Public Archaeology Network and the Luster
African American Heritage Museum we documented a total of 60 historic Polk County
cemeteries in the Florida Master Site File (Table 5.1). The documented cemeteries are plotted
below on a map of Polk County created through ArcGIS online (Figure 5.1). To complete
research and documentation, we utilized a combination of archival research, field survey, and
community outreach to gather particulars on the location and histories of each burial ground. As
discussed earlier, site documentation was the applied intention behind pursuing this work. An
additional 12 cemeteries were documented by Florida Public Archaeology Network Heritage
Monitoring Scout (HMS) Chris Nolan. Nolan has been enthusiastically recording burial sites
within the master site file over the past few years. She has documented over 200 cemeteries
throughout the state of Florida. Our combined efforts to record these valuable historic burial
spaces in the Florida Master Site File should create a necessary awareness of the conditions and
existence of each space at a local, county, and state level. Prior to this project, only 17 Polk
cemeteries were recorded in the Florida Master Site File and five of which were noted as African
American burial grounds (Figure 5.2).
Of the 60 cemeteries documented for this project, 13 were determined to be African
American cemeteries with interments dating from the mid nineteenth to the mid twentieth
century. A total of nine were hypothesized to be erased, unmarked, displaced, or derelict within
the modern landscape. These initial hypotheses were derived from available archival data
(historic aerials, the Polk County Property Appraiser and the WPA Veteran’s Grave Registration,
1940-1941), modern satellite imagery, and community input (Figure 5.3). Additionally, the nine
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cemeteries and their presumed pre-analysis statuses and assigned site numbers are represented in
Table 5.2.
.
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Table 5.1. Cemeteries in Polk now documented in the FMSF.
Cemetery Name

Florida Master Site File Number

5th Street Cemetery (AA)
Alfred W. Lunn Cemetery
Amie Chapel Missionary Baptist Church Cemetery (AA)
Bethel Baptist Church Cemetery
Beulah Baptist Cemetery
Biscuit Lake Cemetery
Buffalo Ford Cemetery
Byrd Branch Cemetery
Collins Cemetery
Corinth Cemetery
Davenport Cemetery
Eden Cemetery
Fitzgerald Cemetery
Forest Hill Cemetery
Friendship Missionary Baptist Church Cem (AA)

PO08697
PO08698
PO08699
PO08735
PO08700
PO08485
PO08701
PO08702
PO08490
PO08703
PO08704
PO08484
PO08705
PO08706
PO08496

Gandy Cemetery
Gapway Cemetery
Glover Cemetery
Good Hope (Gordonville) Cemetery (AA)
Greenpond Cemetery
Griffin Cemetery
Hamilton Place Cemetery

PO08495
PO08707
PO08494
PO08708
PO08709
PO08491
PO08710

Inman Family Cemetery
Lake Buffam Baptist Church Cemetery
Lake Garfield Cemetery (AA)
Lake Lowery Cemetery (AA)
Lake Maude Cemetery
Lakeside Memorial Park Cemetery

PO08711
PO08712
PO08713
PO08714
PO08715
PO08716

Lakeview Cemetery

PO08717

Little Alafia Cemetery
Little Flock Primitive Baptist Church Cemetery
Malloy Cemetery
Medulla Cemetery (AA)
Midland Cemetery
Mt Olive Baptist Church Cemetery
Mt Tabor Cemetery
Mt Zion Cemetery
Nalaka Cemetery (AA)
Nelson Still Cemetery (AA)
Oak Grove Cemetery
Oak Hill Burial Park
Oakland Cemetery (AA)
Oaklawn Cemetery
Peace Creek Cemetery
Pellum (Pelham) Cemetery
Philippi Cemetery (AA)
Pleasant Grove Cemetery
Prarie Cemetery
Saint Mary's Cemetery (AA)
Shady Oaks Garden Cemetery (Pauper Cem)
Silver Lake (Hill) Cemetery
Springhead Cemetery
Stephenson Cemetery
Teneroc Mine Cemetery
Tiger Flowers Cemetery
Whidden Cemetery
Wildflower Ridge (AA)
Wildwood Cemetery
Willow Oak Cemetery
Winter Haven Cemetery (AA)

PO08487
PO08718
PO08493
PO08492
PO08719
PO08720
PO08721
PO08722
PO08723
PO08724
PO08725
PO08726
PO08727
PO08728
PO08729
PO08730
PO08731
PO08486
PO08732
PO08733
PO08488
PO08734
PO08736
PO08737
PO08489
PO08738
PO08739
PO08497
PO08740
PO08741
PO08742
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Figure 5.1. The 60 Polk County cemeteries documented in the FMSF by this project.
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Figure 5.2. Polk Cemeteries that were previously documented in the FMSF.
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While historic maps and property records were especially useful in some scenarios, the
WPA Archive is the most extensive documentation of the Polk County burial grounds from the
mid twentieth century. Likewise, the Imperial Polk Genealogical Society (IPGS) Cemetery
Books served as an updated version pursuant to the cemeteries in the WPA archival information.
Nonetheless even the extraordinarily proficient group of genealogical professionals who
assembled the Polk Cemetery Books encountered issues when attempting to locate some of the
same cemeteries during their work in the early nineties. Not much has changed as far as care,
maintenance, and investigation of the cemeteries that the IPGS reported on since their books
were published, and my research found that cemeteries were even more unidentifiable almost 20
years later.

Table 5.2. Hypothesized conditions of the nine potentially erased Historic African American
Cemeteries.
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Figure 5.3. Nine potentially erased, unmarked, destroyed, or displaced African American cemeteries in Polk County.

For instance, out of the nine African American cemeteries being investigated for this
current work, Lake Garfield African American Cemetery (PO08713) and Gordonville African
American Cemetery (PO08708) were the only burial grounds that had a remaining surface
presence. Whereas during the nineties the IPGS was able to confirm the surface presence of a
cemetery that during our field endeavors was no longer visible, Saint Mary’s African American
Cemetery (PO08733). Gordonville Cemetery (PO08708), unlike Lake Garfield, is an active
burial ground (Figure 5.4). In addition, it is a risk to claim that these burial grounds are simply
unmarked, undisturbed, or fully intact as that descriptor may not accurately capture the history or
status of the cemetery. For example, the Gordonville Cemetery was moved from its original
location in 1941 for the construction of the Bartow Executive Airport and is now called Good
Hope Cemetery. None of the accessible records, documents, or archives mention the movement.
However, residents of Gordonville and members of the Good Hope church associated with the
cemetery provided us with this information. It is currently unknown where exactly the
Gordonville Cemetery was once situated on the airport property and if all the burials were
properly exhumed, moved, and reburied is even more of a mystery. The case of Gordonville
(Good Hope) Cemetery further emphasized the need for us to proceed with caution when trying
to categorize or assign labels to translate the status of the cemeteries. While the Gordonville
Good Hope Cemetery appears to be intact and in beautiful condition in the new location, the
overall absence of physical documentation regarding the movement of burials leaves us with
questions. In addition, the multiple examples of similar scenarios throughout the state in which
cemeteries were only partially moved do not increase my confidence that all of the internments
were properly exhumed and relocated (Guzzo 2019). Prior to conducting a field assessment of
each cemetery, it was pivotal to compile as much archival information as we could in the form of
historic aerials, historic maps, photos, historic newspaper articles, IPGS archival information,
and WPA archival information.

Figure 5.4. Northeastern section of Gordonville (Good Hope) African American Cemetery
captured during field work.
The intentionality behind gathering a surplus of documentary evidence for each burial
ground was to reconstruct the circumstances that each burial ground and their associated
communities had been faced with. Archival research was a fundamental step that needed to be
exhausted before pursuing field assessments and making executive determinations as to what
label fit the circumstances and physical condition of each burial ground. Determining if a
cemetery is “intact”, “erased, “lost”, “abandoned”, “unmarked”, “derelict”, or “destroyed” is a
process with an abundance of grey area and it required having flexible definitions for scenarios
that would allow us to classify a cemetery as one or multiple of the above definitions. Finalized
labels for the conditions and status of each space needed to include consideration for the events
that led the fate of each of the burial grounds and they needed to be examined on a reconstructed
landscape that was part of the broader historical moment where Jim Crow and segregation were
prominent facilitators in the South. Stopping mid-process to ask valuable questions such as did
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the cemetery belong to a Black turpentine camp? Can this really be labeled as an abandoned
cemetery if the desertion was brought on by the forced relocation of a Black turpentine camp due
to a change in land ownership? If so, how can the word abandoned be attached to this space
without negatively pinning the responsibility on those who politically, legally, and
socioeconomically were forced to rely on a transient work industry and the choices of a white
landowner to sell the parcel which the burial ground was located within? These are just two
examples of the many scenarios that we needed to remain cognizant of when doing this type of
research and documentation.
As previously mentioned, this project was carried out using flexible definitions and
different combinations of resources specific to each cemetery as not every cemetery was
documented in the WPA archive, the IPGS cemetery books, on Sanborn maps or Plat maps, and
none of them were recorded on historic maps. Out of the nine potentially erased cemeteries,
Saint Mary’s African American Cemetery (PO08733) and Amie Missionary Baptist Church
Cemetery (PO08699) are the only “unmarked” and potentially “intact” cemeteries that were
positively confirmed through a combination of community outreach, archival research, and field
survey. Both burial grounds will require future exploration such as GPR and ground truthing to
positively identify exact burial locations, the cemeteries true boundaries, so that the spaces may
be marked and properly maintained. This would be at the discretion of the descendants or local
community. The status labels of “unmarked” or “intact” for these cemeteries was primarily
derived through communication with members of the associated church and with residents of
adjacent communities.
For example, Saint Mary’s African American Cemetery located in Frostproof was
reported in the WPA Veteran’s Grave Registration Archive and in the IPGS Polk Cemeteries
Volume 2. The IPGS was able to locate a partially broken headstone in the nineties while
surveying Saint Mary’s. Nearly twenty years later we found ourselves conducting a pedestrian
survey to confirm the presence of that same headstone. Upon arrival, we found that the
overgrown area was littered with historic glass and ceramics but there were no marked burials on
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the premises. The headstone spotted by the IPGS was either displaced or swallowed by the
encroaching vegetation. During this time, we approached a landowner about the archived
cemetery supposedly located just southwest of her home. Hesitant but eager to share her family’s
history, she confirmed that Saint Mary’s African American Cemetery (PO08733) was still intact
but had not been cared for since her father passed many years ago. The landowner had tried to
keep up with maintenance but could no longer sustain the rigorous and expensive mowing and
clearing work necessary to care for the area as was evident based on the overwhelming of vines,
shrubs, and fallen trees engulfing the area (Figure 5.5).

Figure 5.5. Photo of the Northern boundary of Saint Mary's African American Cemetery,
captured during field survey.
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The remaining seven African American cemeteries have either been erased, destroyed, or
do not have enough accessible information to facilitate in reconstructing their historical fates.
Old Kathleen Cemetery (the only historic African American cemetery from this project that did
not receive a site number) was said to belong to Black brick workers employed in the Kathleen
Brick Factory. As of current the cemetery’s exact location is unknown and exploration of the
historic aerials, maps, did not provide sufficient information to narrow down the area for a field
survey. Additionally, this cemetery was not documented by the 1941 WPA workers and only
briefly mentioned in the IPGS cemetery books.
Conversely, three cemeteries belonging to Black labor camps with activity primarily
spanning from the mid-nineteenth century and into the mid twentieth century were documented.
Philippi African American Cemetery (PO08731), Nelson Still African American Cemetery
(PO08724), and Nalaka African American Cemetery (PO08723) have all been erased from the
physical the landscape. Nonetheless, the IPGS Cemetery Books and the WPA archive were
significantly helpful in narrowing down a general vicinity for where these burial grounds or
remnants of them may be located. All three of these cemeteries belonged to segregated Black
communities working in turpentine or lumber camps. Philippi Cemetery belonged to the
segregated community associated with those working at James Onzelo Whidden’s lumber
operation near Mulberry, Florida. According to the Whidden grandchildren, the cemetery was
allegedly relocated during the mid-1900s following the expansion of phosphate mining in the
area (IPGS Cemetery Books Vol. III:95). Following mining operation, the ownership of the land
changed hands several times until 2008 when the investment company MIMS/ALAFIA LLC
acquired the previously mined parcels (Polk County Property Appraiser). Access issues
prevented a field survey of the area, nonetheless we were able to narrow down the potential
previous location of the cemetery and what may remain of it to a general vicinity. In the
Southeastern corner of Polk County, the turpentine town of Nalaka was operational from 1919
through 1928 until the Nalaka site and surrounding area were purchased by the US Government
to create a bomb training range in anticipation of World War II (Ziel 2013:27). According to the
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directions from the WPA Veteran’s Grave Registration Archive 1940-1941, Hillsborough, Polk,
Nalaka cemetery was potentially located in the Northeastern section of what is now military
property. Due to access issues, we were not able to conduct a pedestrian survey on the military
base but our interactions with the archaeologist at the military base and our encounter with the
Base Archaeologist will be detailed in the following chapter. In addition, significantly less
information was available for the African American cemetery of Nelson Still located in western
Frostproof along the Southwestern edge of Lake Clinch. The potential location of this burial
ground was narrowed down to a small section of land that is now the Whispering Pines Mobile
Home Park for the purpose of documentation (Figure 5.6).
Winter Haven Cemetery is a bit different from the rest in that property records, plat maps,
and archival information provided considerable documentary evidence of the burial ground’s
existence. The Winter Haven African American Cemetery is identifiable on a historic plat map
of Inman’s Allotment from 1909. The map situates the “colored graveyard” in a parcel just south
of an African American Church and Black Masonic Lodge (Figure 5.7). While both the church
and lodge may have been rebuilt since the early 1900s, they are still present and active within the
modern landscape. Additionally, the property just west of the potential burial ground was
previously owned by the Independent Order Pallbearers Society No 1 from 1933 until 2018. We
were unable to confirm the presence of a structure associated with the Pallbearers Society during
field survey. Moreover, field survey confirmed that no surface evidence of the cemetery remains
(Figure 5.8). In the provided photo, the Masonic Lodge sits in the background just north of the
parcel where the cemetery is located.
More in depth details will be provided on each of the previously accounted for African
American burial grounds within the discussion and analysis chapter of this thesis. Each of the
instances briefly discussed above expanded our understanding of the social, legal, and political
circumstances that resulted in the erasure of the cemeteries. The diversity of the circumstances
that ended in erasure also shed light on the potential impacts that have yet to occur if African
American burial grounds throughout the county were to remain undocumented. Table 5.3
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elaborates on the final determined conditions, locations, and maintenance statuses of the
evaluated African American Cemeteries.

Figure 5.6. Potential location of Nelson Still African American Cemetery capture during field
survey.

Figure 0.7. "Colored Graveyard" (Winter Haven African American Cemetery) platted on the
Inman's Allotment Plat from 1909 (https://apps.polkcountyclerk.net/)
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Figure 5.8. Photo taken along the Southern edge of Winter Haven African American Cemetery.
To better evaluate the processes that led to the erasure or neglect of these cemeteries, I
assessed if similar scenarios had impacted historic white families within the county. A total of
eight historic white communities and family cemeteries were included in this evaluation. All eight
of the cemeteries were previously recorded in the WPA archive and in the IPGS Cemetery Books.
One particularly significant difference between the processes of evaluation between the two types
of burial grounds was the extensive information available for the white cemeteries which detailed
prior locations, destruction, and relocation making the research process much easier. A total of
three white family cemeteries, Wallace, Poole Branch, and Whatley were moved to other local
cemeteries for the development of phosphate mines, according to the IPGS cemetery books
volumes II and IV (Figure 5.9).
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Table 5.3. Post-analysis cemetery status and relevant information.
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Whatley Family Cemetery

Gandy CemeteryPO08495

Wallace Cemetery

Homeland CemeteryPO06174
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Cemeteries Relocated Due to Phosphate Mining

Figure 5.9. Map representing the cemeteries that were relocated due to phosphate expansion. Each relocated cemetery is represented
by color, cemeteries without site numbers represent the original location of each burial ground.
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Figure 5.10. Map of cemeteries that could not be assessed due to access issues.
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Eight interments dating back to 1870 from the Wallace family cemetery were moved to
Homeland Cemetery in 1971 (Imperial Polk Genealogical Society 2001:I:300). Additionally, a
small settlement cemetery called Poole Branch or Pine Grove was relocated to Evergreen cemetery
and Hancock Cemetery in Fort Meade in 1965 (Imperial Polk Genealogical Society 2004: 356).
Whatley Private Cemetery was relocated to Gandy Cemetery in Connersville, Florida (Imperial
Polk Genealogical Society 2001:I:333). Old Hamilton Place (PO08710), Buffalo Ford (PO08701),
and Midland (PO08719) cemeteries could not be physically assessed due to access issues regarding
private property (Figure 5.10). However, all three of these cemeteries were previously located by
the IPGS within the last 30 years. Property records and satellite imagery do not indicate that
significant landscape changes have occurred where these sites are located and development in the
surrounding areas has not directly impacted the locations where interments are present.
In beginning this research, I hypothesized that there would be at least three white family
cemeteries impacted by historic industrial development around the county. I arrived at this
hypothesis prior to completing the archival research. The initial historic aerials showed that the
former locations of the cemeteries were absolutely decimated by mining. However, my hypothesis
was only partially correct. The cemeteries that were in locations purchased for phosphate mining
were moved with permission prior to any mining taking place except for Byrd Branch Cemetery
(PO08702) and Pellum (Pelham) Cemetery (PO08730). These two instances both involve
phosphate mining but were met with separate fates. In 1992 the IPGS completed a survey of the
Byrd Branch cemetery, an extensive community burial ground just southwest of Mulberry. In
doing their survey they discovered that three tombstones and a pair of foot stones were all that
remained. The cemetery and surrounding parcels were sold to a phosphate company after 1910
(Imperial Polk Genealogical Society 2001:I:20). As phosphate mining moved into the area the
small farming families and woodsmen related to those interred began to leave the area due to the
depletion of land and the local woodlands. Portions of this cemetery were most definitely destroyed
by mining. About 18 miles Southeast of Byrd Branch, Pellum (Pelham) Cemetery was spared from
the same extensive destruction. Instead of the company allowing the cemetery to be obliterated,

Mosaic left the space untouched and accessible for descendants. It is currently a well-maintained,
fenced-in cemetery secured by a locked gate sitting on what is now reclaimed land. There is no
information available detailing what the motivation was for keeping the cemetery intact. Was it
preserved because it was on unprofitable land? Did the Pellum family pay to keep their interred
relatives on the parcel? Why was Pellum preserved while other cemeteries effected by phosphate
mining such as Byrd Branch and Philippi African American cemetery were not?
In sum, the documentation of 60 historic cemeteries located throughout Polk County were
submitted to the Florida Master Site Files. The cemetery forms submitted for documentation to the
site file are provided in the Appendix of this thesis. A total of 13 of the 60 documented cemeteries
were determined to be historic African American cemeteries and nine of these burial grounds were
initially hypothesized to have been erased. Through extensive research into archival resources in
conjunction with non-invasive field surveys we were able to confirm that five of the nine African
American cemeteries were erased from the landscape, destroyed, or moved. These burial grounds
are Nalaka, Nelson Still, Old Kathleen, Philippi, and Winter Haven African American cemetery.
In addition, Byrd Branch cemetery, which was one of the white family cemeteries adjacently
assessed through archival research, was also determined to have been destroyed. The results of
this evaluation have revealed that the historic African American cemeteries evaluated for the
purpose of this research were disproportionately impacted by cemetery erasure. The various causes
tied to these erasures will be further explored in the following chapter.
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Chapter 6: Discussion and Analysis
The analysis portion of this research aims to distinguish how and why historic Black
burial grounds in Polk County came to be erased, “abandoned,” or derelict. More specifically, I
am hoping that this research has helped to identify the intersections where action and inaction
have met with socioeconomic and political factors at local, state, and federal levels to contribute
to the modern conditions of these sacred spaces. My research confirms that cemetery erasure in
Polk County is representative of erasure on a broader scale that has occurred in the Jim Crow
South disproportionately impacting Black communities and their associated burial grounds. In
addition, as an archaeologist, I ask the question of how as archaeologists we can act to prevent
further loss and destruction of these spaces. How can we use our power, privilege, and
knowledge to investigate and achieve a form of redress for such a widespread and unrelenting
issue that is still rampant in our region? In this chapter, I will apply the research that has been
done in Polk County to lay out the groundwork for a reproducible process that may act as a
framework for approaching cemetery erasure at the county scale and integrating it into a broader
historical moment of segregation and marginalization on the Jim Crow landscape.
In the previous chapter I briefly discussed the results of this research providing
information on the outcome of our cumulative work. In total I have completed Florida Master
Site File documentation for a total of 60 cemeteries in Polk County. Most of these were white
cemeteries, many of which are still active burial grounds with historic sections that are well
maintained. The same cannot be said for the majority of the 13 historic Black cemeteries that
were encountered while doing this work. Before diving into the individual case details, it is
important to note that Polk County, much like the rest of historic Florida, was an industrial
landscape from the latter 19th through mid 20th century. Turpentine, lumber, citrus, and railroad
operations were exceptionally widespread in Polk, but the uniqueness of this county’s history
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also includes the phosphate industry that engulfed much of the Polk landscape throughout the
twentieth century. Land use and private ownership are significant factors that led to the
overarching issue of erasure of Black cemeteries, communities, and history in Polk. Legally and
socially enforced segregation at industrial camp communities had relegated Black workers to
entirely different sections of the landscape, barring them from burying their loved ones in the
same spaces that their white counterparts had been using. At the same time, none of these Black
communities were legally tied to the land that they had settled on while working as laborers in
forest, groves, railroads, and mines. When industrial operations ended, the white landowners or
the county would sell the acres of land previously occupied by the Black laborer communities
without consideration for the communities and roots that had been established there. Black
laborers who were politically and socioeconomically disenfranchised during Jim Crow had no
choice but to leave behind their homes and communities, including their cemeteries, to find
employment. These parcels are listed as “vacant land” throughout historic land deeds that are
available on the Polk County Property Appraiser website although they were anything but
vacant.
In a county as vast as Polk it is alarming that even after this research only 17 historic
Black burial grounds are documented in the Florida Master Site File. Considering that much of
the landscape was used for citrus, turpentine, and phosphate, it is impossible not to question
where the rest of the segregated cemeteries are. Out of the 60 cemeteries documented through
this research only 13 are known to be African American cemeteries and only one cemetery out of
the thirteen assessed in this thesis (Winter Haven African American Cemetery) is documented on
a Sanborn map because it was in an urban area. My research has probably not documented every
erased historic Black cemetery in Polk County, and I am aware that a task that great would take
more than two years and many more resources to complete. However, the work completed here
in collaboration with the Luster African American Heritage Museum and FPAN can serve as a
starting point for further research into potentially “lost” cemeteries, especially those from
temporary historic communities that were not formally documented in official archives.
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Of the nine Black cemeteries that identified in the results chapter, five were determined
to have been erased or destroyed. For this analysis, I am defining erasure as the removal of burial
ground from the modern landscape resulting in complete or partial destruction, or resulting in the
invisibility of the cemetery within the modern landscape. Additionally, erasure extends to the
disappearance of these cemeteries in archival resources. Each of the sacred burial spaces
discussed in this analysis have faced unique circumstances eventually resulting in their
disappearance from the modern landscape. However unique those circumstances may be, there is
an underlying pattern consistent with the erasure of cemeteries in other areas of the Jim Crow
South. These erasures may appear to be independent occurrences when focusing on them
individually, but their unfortunate fates are interconnected and entrenched in issues that stem
from the entanglement of white supremacy with the legal, economic, social, and political systems
at play in the Jim Crow South. White Supremacy is the foundation of the erasure as it pertains to
the racialized landscape of Polk County.
“All of the Black People Were Buried in Bartow”
Jackson (2010) talks about the ways in which the context of segregation has determined
what is intentionally remembered and preserved in addition to what is to be deliberately
forgotten. In Polk County, it has only taken approximately fifty years for the collective memory
of these historic sacred spaces to be altered and erased. If you ask the younger population of Polk
County where Black people were buried up until the late-twentieth century, many will tell you
that all the Black people were buried in Bartow. I posed this question often while interacting
with community members during this project and the answer from those in younger generations
always took me by surprise. Mostly, because I was asking this question while standing in front of
them with a list of historic Black cemeteries that were either preserved or potentially erased
across the county. When I asked the same question to the local elderly, they would often provide
information about the segregated burial grounds that they grew up around. Interactions such as
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this captured the depths of erasure with regard Polk’s Black cemeteries, general history, and the
collective memory.
Disremembering did not happen at the hands of the marginalized. I know this to be true
because the only people that I spoke with who were willing and wanting to construct a narrative
that does not decentralize race from discussions of Black history in Polk are the Black Polk
residents. There is a lack of accountability on behalf of the county, cities, towns, historical
societies, and preservation groups that continue to emphasize a static white pioneer narrative.
The reproduction of this narrative and the central focus remaining on white pioneering families
has determined who, what, and where deserve to be acknowledged, valued, and preserved.
Segregated cemeteries are just a fraction of all that has been or could be at risk in the face of
erasure but in analyzing the racialized post-mortem landscape my research suggests that these
spaces convey a truth about the transcendence of white supremacy, erasure, and segregation in
death. It is my hope that this thesis contributes to the Polk County historical narrative and helps
to prevent further erasures through awareness and documentation. Below, I present the histories
of five cemeteries in Polk County to demonstrate how each burial ground potentially came to be
erased from the modern landscape. In addition, I detail the archival resources which led to the
field documentation of these sites as well as the informal community interactions that facilitated
the reconstruction of more whole background histories in many of the scenarios below.
Case Study #1: Saint Mary’s African American Cemetery
Before elaborating on the first case study, I should be note that erasure in Polk County as
it relates to historic Black cemeteries is represented in many ways. Some of the cemeteries
discussed in this chapter have been destroyed. while others have been developed over, fallen into
dereliction, or remain unmarked. This research considers a cemetery to be erased if it has been
physically destroyed or developed over and if it is unacknowledged at the level of the county.
Erasure is not always represented by physical destruction, but it is always accompanied by a
general lack of awareness and documentation. Documentation at the state, county, and local level
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is variable (Sanborn maps, Plat maps, historic books, county maintenance plans, property
records), but for the majority of these burial grounds legal and official documentation hardly
exists. While not every cemetery I identified has been labeled as erased, I argue that all the
historic Black burial grounds in this thesis have been impacted by some level of erasure. For
example, I found that two of the burial grounds identified could not be described as erased in the
sense that they were destroyed or built over, instead, they received the label of “unmarked and
currently unmaintained” as they are still present, but did not have any identifiers or caretakers, .
Saint Mary’s African American Cemetery is just one example of this.
Saint Mary’s African American Cemetery (PO08713) is located within a historic citrus
grove in rural Frostproof, Florida. The archival information available for this cemetery was
limited to the location information provided by WPA employees and reiterated in the IPGS
Cemetery Books in addition to a single historic aerial photograph from 1941 (Figure 6.1). While
scanning through historic aerials, I quickly realized that it is not a realistic expect to identify a
historic Black burial ground in a historic aerial photograph. This is in part due to the quality of
the images and distance from the ground. In addition, the historic Black cemeteries featured in
this thesis were mostly located in vegetated areas and no longer marked, or never permanently
marked. In cases like that of Saint Mary’s, I needed to broaden my focus to include examining
other observable aspects of the landscape that the burial ground was situated within. For
example, the aerial photograph for Saint Mary’s captured images of a few structures and roads
among the planted citrus. In comparing the modern satellite imagery to the historic aerials, I
observed that not much had changed on the landscape except for the few small structures on the
western side of the photograph disappearing and being replaced by a single large structure and
empty land.
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Figure 6.1. WPA Archive for Saint Mary's African American Cemetery (WPA 1941:56).
Once I identified this cemetery through historic records, I, along with Adrienne Kerst from the
Luster African American Heritage Museum, traveled to the site to do reconnaissance and
potentially complete a pedestrian survey of the area for evidence of the cemetery.
Upon arriving at the location given by the WPA employees we quickly recognized that
the WPA directions were far from exact. Where the cemetery was said to be located was a
florist’s shop (Figure 6.2). A bit disconcerted by this, we made the decision to approach the shop
in hopes of speaking with the shop owner. We were hesitantly greeted by a woman who was the
first Black florist in Frostproof, and she patiently listened to our speech about documenting
historic African American cemeteries in Polk before she mentioned that her father had operated a
small burial ground just south of where we were standing on the property of her business. As it
turned out, the florist spent her entire childhood living adjacent to Saint Mary’s Cemetery.
During segregation, her father worked for the Latt Maxcy Citrus Corporation where he picked
and packed citrus alongside seasonal residents of the citrus camp that was just west of the
property. Suddenly, everything started to make sense. The historic aerial from the 1940s had
captured photographs of several small structures to the west of where we were standing. Those
structures were the residential cabins for citrus workers that visited and worked seasonally in the
surrounding groves (Figure 6.3). The florist and the rest of her family had established permanent
residence on this property, caring for the groves year-round and assisting with the community
members that lived alongside them. Apart from the residential cabins her father also operated his
own jook joint and the community operated a small schoolhouse for the children that visited with
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their families. Neither the jook joint nor schoolhouse structures were visible in the 1940 aerials
but the cement platform for the jook joint is still intact today.
We also learned that the cemetery was not visible in the aerial because it was tucked
away in a tree-covered portion of the property and the burials no longer had markers. Saint
Mary’s had received its name from the Florist’s father who was honoring his late sister. With her
permission we walked around and documented the dense vegetation engulfing the cemetery
space making note of a few cement bricks, historic glass, and some historic ceramic sherds
scattered on the surface. When the IPGS surveyed the area in 1990 they found the base of a
headstone (Figure 6.4). Sadly, we found nothing of the sort. Following our field endeavor I
reevaluated the property history to determine when the land changed ownership.

Figure 6.2. Florist shop located adjacent to Saint Mary's African American Cemetery.
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Figure 6.3. Saint Mary's African American Cemetery historic aerial. Structures circled in yellow
represent the residential housing for citrus camp workers associated with the nearby cemetery.
Based on property records, during 1970 the residential area of the citrus camp and the cemetery
property were sold to Agricultural and Labor Program Inc., though the cemetery area was never
recorded as a burial ground through the property appraiser. The residential area was later
redeveloped, and the cemetery parcel was disturbed by the installation of overhead powerlines
which we observed during our pedestrian survey. The modern parcel containing the cemetery is
outlined in orange in Figure 6.5 and can be seen in the screenshot street view from google earth
in Figure 6.6. Through further exploration of the property history on Polk County Property
Appraiser website I was able to examine how the property was coded based on the Department
of Revenue’s (DOR) coding classification. Parcel codes provided by the DOR discern taxable
status and may provide further insight. If a property does contain a known and documented
burial ground the property will be coded as 7076, 7600, or 8076. However, Saint Mary’s
Cemetery property is coded as vacant commercial land (DOR code 1000).
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Figure 6.4. IPGS Survey report of Saint Mary's African American Cemetery (Imperial Polk
Geneaological Society (Fla.) 2001:II:356).
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Figure 6.5. Parcel overlay from the Polk County Property Appraiser's website showing Saint
Mary's African American Cemetery outlined in orange (https://map.polkpa.org/).

Figure 6.6. Street view from google earth of Saint Mary's African American Cemetery.
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Our conversation with the florist was remarkable; in two hours she had told us more
about the history of this property and its surroundings than the available archival resources did.
While the florist does not own the cemetery property, and only legally owns the parcel to the east
of it she had maintained the area for years until suffering a stroke eventually resulting in the
deterioration of the space. From our encounter it was made evident that this entire landscape
holds a special place in the heart of the florist. This landscape embraces the memories of her
childhood, parents, siblings, and friends. She spent her youth working alongside her family in the
groves, and observing the flourishing culture of her community through the jook joint windows.
This landscape is where she played, laughed, and learned as a little girl before marrying and
raising her own children here with her beloved husband. Saint Mary’s being unacknowledged,
unmarked, and undocumented on a broader scale puts the burial ground at risk for destruction.
Despite the efforts of the WPA and succeeding efforts of the IPGS Saint Mary’s African
American Cemetery has only slipped further into invisibility. These previous attempts at
documentation did not yield broader community awareness of any sort, nor did property records
reflect that the current landowner is aware of the cemetery.
Case Study #2: Amie Chapel Missionary Baptist Church Cemetery
Similarly, the land East of the historically Black Amie Chapel Missionary Baptist Church
location was identified as an unmarked and derelict cemetery (Figure 6.7). While working with
the Luster African American Heritage Museum, we received a phone call from a community
member in the Mulberry area. He told us of a church named Amie Missionary Baptist Church
located in Nichols, Florida off Sirmons Rd just South of the CSX Railroad. The community
member expressed to us that the historic Black burial ground associated with the church had not
been active in decades but should be still intact. In addition, he let us know that one of the
founding members of the congregation named Amie was interred on the property along with
several others. The church is situated within the old phosphate town of Nichols that was
constructed in 1905 by the Nichols Phosphate Mining Company (Figure 6.8). Nichols is an
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unincorporated town considered to be geographically part of the city of Mulberry. Now
essentially a ghost town, Nichols once consisted of a post office, general store, church, school,
railroad, and residential housing for those who worked in the Nichols mine (Figure 6.9). By 1960
Polk County’s population had grown tremendously and phosphate towns lost their place as a
major source of housing for those working in the mines. Not long after, the town of Nichols was
formally closed forcing many residents to purchase their homes or find housing elsewhere.
Additionally, the land exploited for mining was acquired by a new company. Three more
decades passed while land ownership and land use continued to change. Eventually the mining
and plant operation in Nichols ended in the late 1990s.
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Figure 6.7. Satellite view of the Amie Chapel Missionary Baptist Church Cemetery, land to the
east of the structure outlined in orange is where the cemetery remains (https://map.polkpa.org/).

Figure 6.8. The town of Nichols, FL on a map.
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Figure 6.9. Nichols phosphate mine photographed in 1910. Retrieved from Florida Memory State
Library and Archives of Florida (https://www.floridamemory.com/items/show/26576).

The Amie Chapel Missionary Baptist Church congregation is still active and holding
services. Yet, the cemetery (PO08699) which is located just East of the church building in a
0.58-acre space is inactive and densely overgrown, making it altogether invisible in its current
state. We were unable to see burial depressions, temporary markers, grave offerings, or any other
indicators without removing vegetation. The cemetery location requires extensive clearing
efforts if the potential remains of the cemetery are going to be visible (Figure 6.10). Historically,
the landscape in Mulberry and Nichols have been drastically altered by phosphate mining and
land use changes in the last 100 years. The historic aerial images from the 1940s leave much to
the imagination and do not focus on this particular stretch of land. Instead, the aerials cover the
majority of Mulberry due South of Nichols where many of the active mining operations were
occurring. After examining the property records, I found that this section of land was purchased
by the Nichols Ranch LLC in 2008. Since the parcel is no longer under the ownership of Amie
Chapel, we did not have permission to clear the vegetation engulfing the cemetery. As a result,
we documented the space as it was for the state site file, recording basic background information
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based on the input of the community member, and photographed the cemetery and church
(Figure 6.11).

Figure 6.10. Field photograph of Amie Chapel Missionary Baptist Church Cemetery area facing
North.

Figure 6.11. Field photograph of Amie Chapel Missionary Baptist Church facing Northeast.
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Case Study #3: Relocated or Left Behind?
The circumstances involved in trying to locate segregated timber cemetery of Philippi
(PO08731) paralleled the previous experience at Nelson’s Still. However, this burial ground was
located Mulberry, Florida where phosphate quickly became the dominating industry at the turn
of the twentieth century. Philippi Cemetery was documented in the 1941 WPA Archive and
elaborated on by IPGS in their cemetery books (Figure 6.12 and Figure 6.13). In the mid-1900s
the timber camp run by J.O. Whidden occupied the space. The cemetery was created and used by
the Black workers living and laboring on Mr. Whidden’s timber property. Supposedly this burial
ground was moved by the county to the Pauper Cemetery of Shady Oaks in the mid 1900s.
Consequently, there are no records of this movement other than the IPGS’ mention of it within
their text. Additionally, the IPGS source A.M. Seigler Jr. claimed that there were no more than
twenty burials moved when the Seigler funeral home performed the relocation in the mid 1900s.
I reached out to the Siegler funeral home about the cemetery relocation during the archival phase
of this research and received no response.

Figure 6.12. Philippi (Phillipie) African American Cemetery (WPA 1941:54).
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Figure 6.13. Philippi African American Cemetery report (Imperial Polk Genealogical Society
(Fla.) 2001:I:95).
According to the information available on the Polk County Property Appraiser’s website,
the Philippi location and surroundings were sold as vacant commercial land at the time of
purchase indicating that there was no mention of a cemetery during land acquisition (Figure
6.14). Currently, the MIMS/ALAFIA LLC is in ownership of the previously mined property. The
closest we could get to the cemetery location during field survey was the right of way along US
37 South, in which the parcel is hidden behind a road berm and fenced tree line (Figure 6.15).
The site is publicly inaccessible from every angle. Per the IPGS’ report, Siegler claimed that the
burials were unmarked prior to relocation and a handful of the interments were still fully intact in
caskets made of cypress planks. After the relocation of the 20 burials, the site was mined over for
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phosphate. Historic aerials from the 1970s illustrate the post-mining landscape where the
cemetery was previously located (Figure 6.16). There are no aerials available from the 1940
collection to compare these to. It is currently unknown if all interments were relocated during the
Seigler Funeral Home’s relocation. However, considering that they were not marked at the time
of their removal, and that there are no documents available detailing how burials were identified
or removed, I am hesitant to emphasize that the entirety of the cemetery was fully relocated
before mining began.

Figure 6.14. Information available on the Polk Property Appraiser regarding the Philippi African
American Cemetery location (https://map.polkpa.org/).

Figure 6.15. Access to Philippi from the ROW of FL-37 South, photograph facing West.
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Figure 6.16. Historic aerials of the Philippi location from 1974 illustrate a post-mining
landscape. UFDC Digital Collections Florida (https://ufdc.ufl.edu/collections/aerials).
Out of an abundance of caution I documented the general vicinity as a potentially erased
cemetery. Considering the circumstances surrounding Philippi’s alleged relocation there is an
opportunity to discuss numerous issues. Primarily, in the last several years there have been a
multitude of cemetery erasures becoming known that also involved “relocation” of interments
(Guzzo 2020). At Zion Cemetery in Tampa, the city had reported that the burials from the Zion
Cemetery were relocated to make way for a white development in 1925, yet this was only
partially true. In 1951 the construction of the Robles Park Apartments revealed three caskets that
were still intact and in the past few years archaeologists and city officials have revealed that
hundreds of burials were not moved at all (Guzzo 2020). Similarly, the historic Black cemetery
of North Greenwood was said to have been relocated to Dunedin in preparation for development,
yet recent GPR and ground truthing revealed 30 grave shafts that were never moved thus
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validating what community members had suspected, that unmarked graves still existed on the
developed property (Shalabi 2021). St Matthews Missionary Baptist Church Cemetery is another
example of this scenario. When the church sold the cemetery land to the city in 1955 after being
unable to afford the property the city had agreed to relocate the burials. In 2021 unmoved burials
were located through GPR beneath a paved parking lot revealing the failures of the city to
relocate burials prior to construction (Lawrence White 2021). The issue is clearly widespread
enough to validate caution assuming that segregated Black burials and burial grounds were
wholly and respectfully relocated during and following Jim Crow.
As discussed in chapter 5, the Winter Haven African American Cemetery had available
Plat Maps from 1909 that labeled the segregated burial ground as “colored graveyard”. This
burial ground was documented in the WPA archive, but this was the only other historic resource
that I could find with information relevant to the burial ground. This area of Winter Haven is part
of the historically Black community of Florence Villa. According to the Property Appraiser the
three parcels that comprise the land south of the lodge are owned by a single trustee and the
entire area is classified as a Community Redevelopment Area. The western parcel on the
southern end of the cemetery location was purchased by the Independent Order of the Pallbearers
Society No 1. in 1933. North of where the cemetery is said to be located remains the Samson
Masonic lodge building (Figure 6.17). Immediately west of this structure is a residential structure
and further west across the street is the First Missionary Baptist Church of Winter Haven. Figure
6.18 provides an overview of the modern spatial layout. The cemetery area south of the lodge is
a sandy open space partially covered by a concrete platform (Figure 6.19). Our attempt to
identify remaining evidence of the cemetery through a field survey was unsuccessful. Despite
this fact, we familiarized ourselves with the neighborhood and the several historic structures
taking note of the code enforcement violation notices posted in front of the historic structures
from the Winter Haven Code Enforcement Division.
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Figure 6.17. Samson Masonic Lodge North of Winter Haven African American Cemetery.

Figure 6.18. Spatial layout of the structures surrounding Winter Haven African American
Cemetery.
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Figure 6.19 Field photograph of the cemetery area South of Samson Masonic Lodge. The ground
surface is covered by a concrete platform.
Unable to find further information on the whereabouts of the segregated burial ground,
Adrienne Kerst contacted the Code Enforcement Division of Winter Haven hoping that they may
have access to additional information. According to the code enforcement officer that fielded our
questions, the cemetery was relocated to the Lake Maude African American Cemetery which is
around the corner from this location. Like Gordonville, Philippi and so many other segregated
burial grounds there are no further documents, newspapers, or archives that detail the relocation.
In addition, during the initial research phase we contacted the Black owned funeral homes within
the county, however, the funeral homes were unaware of the burial grounds mentioned in this
analysis. Contrasting with the majority of the burial grounds in this research, the Winter Haven
Cemetery is located within the city of Winter Haven where development and urban planning are
booming. It is not in a remote, rural, or out of sight area where proximity is used as an excuse for
forgetting, neglect, or erasure. This cemetery should be in plain sight, but instead, it is an empty
field with a concrete slab south of a historic Lodge. I will continue to proceed with caution when
it comes to the relocation of segregated cemeteries because it needs to be acknowledged that
relocation in many circumstances has worked as a tool of white supremacy. This scenario
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appears that it could be closely related to the instances of historic erasure that we have seen at
Zion, St Matthews, Greenwood and the various other historic Black cemeteries throughout
Hillsborough and Pinellas County that were partly “relocated”.
Case Study #4: Another Potential Relocation
In Bartow, we identified the Good Hope African American Cemetery (PO08708) which
we believe contains relocated burials from the Gordonville African American Cemetery. The
town of Gordonville is a historically Black community that flourished during the early to midtwentieth century while turpentine and lumber were booming throughout the county. Gordonville
“colored” Cemetery was documented by the WPA employees in 1941 and surveyed by the IPGS
in nineties Figure 6.20 and Figure 6.21. By the end of 1941, the Gordonville Cemetery was said
to be relocated across the street and the surrounding land was developed into a training field for
the US Air Army Corps (Figure 6.22). Construction on the property resulted in the development
of three runways, a chapel, mess hall, barracks, hangers, airfield operations buildings, and much
more (Bartow Army Airfield Museum 2022). The military halted use of the airbase in the 1960s
and gave the land to the city of Bartow which turned it into Bartow Executive Airport. The
Gordonville African American Cemetery and the church associated with it were targeted for
removal. Burials from the cemetery were moved across the street to the other side of the railroad
tracks within the town. The relocated cemetery became known as Good Hope Cemetery (Figure
6.23).

Figure 6.20. WPA record of Gordonville (colored) Cemetery (WPA 1941:54)
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Figure 6.21. Good Hope Cemetery (Gordonville). (Imperial Polk Geneaological Society (Fla.)
2001:IV:20).

Figure 6.22. Bartow US Air Army Corps field and facility (https://bartow-airport.com/history).
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Figure 6.23. Photo of the Northeastern section of Good Hope African American Cemetery facing
West.
I was unable to find details on the process of relocation or information stating how many
of the burials were marked prior to removal, if they were marked at all, or if a portion of them
were marked. However, since the WPA employees were able to locate the cemetery in 1941
there had to be at least temporary markers present for them to record the cemetery. Additionally,
I am uncertain if the Good Hope African American Cemetery was established prior to the
relocation of Gordonville African American Cemetery. During the 1990s the IPGS interviewed a
Deacon of the Good Hope congregation and reported that the age of the cemetery is unknown
and how the property came to be obtained is also a mystery. A warranty deed for the .94-acre
cemetery indicate that Good Hope Missionary Baptist Church was officially purchased by the
Good Hope congregation in 1969 (Figure 6.24). The grantor on a deed from 1982 is not
identified (Polk County Property Appraiser).
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Figure 6.24. Property deed from 1982 pertaining to the Good Hope Cemetery. From the Polk
County Property Appraiser, (https://map.polkpa.org/).
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From our field survey the Good Hope Cemetery we determined that the burial ground
was in excellent condition and well-maintained (Figure 6.25). The congregation recently hired a
GPR company to look for unmarked burials so that tree maintenance could be performed on the
property, and we were able to see some of the GPR flags during our field survey. Despite the
respectable efforts of the IPGS they claimed that census records from 1900 state that Gordonville
did not have a Black school and that the early residents of the community were mostly white
farmers and cattlemen. If that is the case, then how did a segregated cemetery end up in a town
that consisted of white people during segregation? I contend that the evidence they are using in
their brief published historical narrative of Gordonville does not consider the reasons why there
may not have been a Black school listed on the 1900 census report. However, turpentine camps
were often comprised of generations of turpentine laborers, many of whom were born and raised
within the transient camps. These children learned from an early age to harvest gum and very
seldom had the opportunity to attend school due to forced relocation from camp to camp every
few years (Glave and Stoll 1954, R.W. Wishart 1939). Moreover, in the absence of thinking
critically the IPGS does not recognize that historic land records hardly reflect the use of land by
Black residents in Polk County as can be seen in the case studies above. What the IPGS conveys
as curious circumstances are representative of the broader impacts of segregation, racism,
landscape structural violence, and life during segregation that has resulted in the disassociation
Black people and their presence from the landscape. While it would be easier to rely mostly on
the official public records, the examples of undocumented cemeteries in this thesis demonstrate
that employing this methodology alone is problematic because marginalized people, places, and
materials are vastly and intentionally underrepresented.
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Figure 6.25. Field photograph of Good Hope Cemetery facing West.
Case Study #5: Forced Abandonment
The examples described above were not the only incidences where the IPGS
demonstrably overlooked the opportunity to engage in a more critical discourse involving
racialized space, segregation, Jim Crow, and Polk Cemeteries. While researching the Lake
Garfield African American Cemetery (PO08713) East of Bartow I referred to the only archival
document that mentioned the burial ground, the IPGS Cemetery Books. The IPGS implied that
that the location of this cemetery was puzzling since the modern population in the surrounding
area was mostly white (Figure 6.26). The IPGS were struggling to understand the occurrence of a
Black burial ground that no longer had a Black community surrounding it. This incidence is
demonstrative of a broader pattern throughout the Jim Crow South. Marginalized communities
and their sacred grounds eventually become disjointed from one another due to migration and
gentrification. Eventually these spaces fall into dereliction or are entirely erased by
modernization or targeting efforts to wipe the landscape clean of the past. This issue circles back
to the discourse at the beginning of this chapter. These segregated communities have been erased
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from the visible landscape and through pure coincidence, evidence a few of the cemeteries
associated with the communities have survived despite widespread efforts of erasure. Younger
Polk residents’ perceptions that all Black people were buried in Bartow (or in any of the larger
Black cemeteries) during segregation emphasizes the issue. In many of these scenarios Black
laborers working and living on landscapes under expiry conditions did not have the power to
establish legal ownership of their living spaces. Most of the turpentine and timber workers were
stuck within a system modeled after antebellum plantations. The camps that they lived in were
cashless and therefore they were reliant on white operators for their livelihood. Most of the time
employees in these camps were paid through scripts that could only be used at stores owned by
the company they were working for (Glave and Stoll 1954:55). Therefore, when the resources
were exploited, and it was time for the white company owner to move the operation, they had no
choice but to leave behind their deceased. The Lake Garfield Cemetery is an example of this, as
are the other cemeteries in this thesis that were created and used by Black laborers. The Black
laborers working for E.T. Roux at his Lake Garfield Timber operation interred their loved ones
on these sacred grounds and attended church on the same property. According to the IPGS, E.T.
Roux employed 120 men for over ten years in the area at the turn of the twentieth century when
the majority of the labor force was Black. An estimated 80-100 interments are within the
boundaries of the cemetery. After the Roux operation had ceased, residents needed to find
employment elsewhere because the land that they were residing on was being sold. In the late
nineties when the IPGS conducted their field surveys there were five headstones remaining but
following years of dereliction, weathering, and vandalism this is no longer the case.
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Figure 6.26. Lake Garfield African American Cemetery report (Imperial Polk Geneaological
Society (Fla.) 2001:II:138).
Research into this cemetery consisted of examining the historic aerials from 1941 with
modern satellite images to examine land use changes. In addition to looking through satellite
images from the Property Appraiser’s website dating from 2005-2020 to see how the vegetation,
use around the parcel, and condition of the parcel had changed in the last twenty years (Figure
6.27). The cemetery is located on a rectangular stretch of land oriented lengthwise east to west
and approximately 2.43 acres (Polk County Property Appraiser). The cemetery property is coded
by the Department of Revenue (DOR) as 9900 - unplotted land up to 10 acres, meaning it is not
currently coded as a cemetery although it is without any doubt a burial ground. Based on these
resources, the surrounding parcels have kept the same boundaries since 1940 and avoided
encroachment on the burial ground. On the western end of the rectangular parcel there was
originally a cement platform for the segregated church structure. Just west of the platform in the
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tree line is where the burials begin. The church platform was no longer visible when we arrived,
and the cemetery was densely overgrown to the extent that accessing the eastern end of the burial
ground was not possible without removing vegetation. We did not have the permission of the
landowner to remove vegetation and therefore we documented what we could see from the most
accessible angles considering all the archival information and aerial photography that
corroborated the cemetery’s condition (Figure 6.28).

Figure 6.27. Landscape change from 2005-2020 at Lake Garfield African American Cemetery
(https://map.polkpa.org/).

Figure 6.28. Field photograph of Lake Garfield African American Cemetery facing East.
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During our field survey the only headstone within eyesight was sitting out in broad
daylight. The stone was well-cleaned but appeared to be out of place, it was facing south
inferring that if a burial was associated with it then the orientation would have been variable
from the typical pattern of interment on the east-west axis (Jamieson 1995:52). Following our
field survey, a community member reached out to us regarding Lake Garfield. Our conversation
with him revealed that the placement of the headstone was a result of a failed attempt at
vandalism or theft (Figure 6.29). This is yet another issue at burial grounds especially for those
associated with historically marginalized communities that have been disjointed from them.

Figure 6.29. Field photograph of headstone at Lake Garfield African American Cemetery facing
North.
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Lake Garfield African American Cemetery was the only turpentine and timber camp
related cemetery that we were able to positively identify with archival information from the
WPA, IPGS, UFDC, and Property Appraiser. It is the only burial ground that had physical
surface evidence remaining. Our field surveys yielded continuous dead ends when searching for
remaining evidence of Nelson Still, Nalaka, Phillippi cemeteries all of which were associated
with historically Black segregated turpentine or timber communities in Polk County. Nelson Still
(PO08724) was listed in the WPA Archive (Figure 6.30) and the IPGS Cemetery Books (Figure
6.31) however the IPGS were unsuccessful in their attempts to locate the cemetery during their
survey. Likewise, in our effort to identify the space during field survey we ended up in the
middle of Whispering Pines Mobile Home Park in Frostproof just Southwest of Lake Clinch.
This is the last known location of the cemetery where it was said to be “214 yards back in a sand
scrub” that no longer exists. The potential locations of the cemetery are highlighted in Figure
6.32. The historic aerials for this area leave much to the imagination. It is difficult to determine if
any of the openings in the expanse of sand scrub were the cemetery and there is no
documentation detailing whether the graves were permanently marked to know what to look for
on the aerial.

Figure 6.30. WPA record of Nelson Still Cemetery (WPA 1941:56).
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Figure 6.31. Nelson Still African American Cemetery report from the IPGS (Imperial Polk
Genealogical Society (Fla.) 2001:I:344).

Figure 6.32. Potential sand scrub locations of Nelson Still circled in red, Image from UFDC
Digital Collections Florida (https://ufdc.ufl.edu/collections/aerials).
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Case study #6: From Planted Pine to U.S. Bomb Practice
Similarly, Nalaka African American Cemetery (PO08723) among the previously
mentioned erased or destroyed burial grounds explored through this thesis. The potential remains
of the cemetery are now property of the United States Government who purchased 106,074 acres
in 1928 for the formation of the Avon Park Air Force Bombing Range. Unlike Gordonville there
was no effort to relocate the burials prior to putting them at risk for destruction via bombing
practice. Formerly, this entire region contained portions of the Nalaka turpentine town that was
in operation from 1919 until 1928 (Ziel 2013:27). The Nalaka location, including the turpentine
still and peripheral areas, were archaeologically surveyed on four separate occasions during
1985, 1994, 2003, and again in 2013. Ziel (2013:46) reported that the 1920 Census for Nalaka
accounted for an estimated 187 Black or mulatto individuals living within the confines of the
community. A total of 43 segregated Black households and 3 Black dormitories existed within
the camp. In 1941 the WPA employees listed Nalaka as a “colored” cemetery site providing
basic directions to locate the burial ground (Figure 6.33). The IPGS also provided a brief
synopsis of Nalaka in their Cemetery Books. The section on Nalaka specifically mentioned
cemetery erasure in Polk and the forced abandonment of communities as mill operations moved
around the county exploiting what was left of the longleaf pines. Ziel (2013:54) briefly discusses
the identification of a potential eight burial depressions located during survey in their report but
questions the notion of a common graveyard for Nalaka. Due to the reports of a Kissimmee
Island resident the author was functioning under the assumption that communal burial grounds
where not typical for itinerant turpentine operations (Ziel 2013:54). Nonetheless, the WPA
employees documented a “colored” graveyard at Nalaka in the 40’s. The historic aerial images
available from the 1940s show the post-military occupation landscape and with no discernable
features that would facilitate locating this burial ground (Figure 6.34). Additionally, the cemetery
now being located on government property also meant that Adrienne and myself were unable to
conduct a field visit to identify the burial ground in person. Due to access issues, I contacted the
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Avon Park Air Force Range Museum archaeologist Kathy Couturier. In our brief exchange I
learned that she is planning to conduct her own investigation of the cemetery soon. Couturier
indicated that she was aware of Nalaka African American Cemetery and its general location and
planned locate it using cadaver dogs. The cases outlined above are representative of a type of
forced abandonment and migration that have occurred throughout the Jim Crow South and more
particularly within the racialized landscape of industrial Polk County.

Figure 6.33. WPA record of Nalaca (colored) Cemetery (WPA 1941:58).

Figure 6.34. 1941 historic aerial of the Avon Park Bombing Range previously the site of the
Nalaka Turpentine Camp.UFDC Digital Collections Florida,
(https://ufdc.ufl.edu/collections/aerials).
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The Role of Phosphate in Erasure
As discussed in Chapter 5 I assessed historic white cemeteries to evaluate the
circumstances that had resulted in their erasure from the Polk landscape. Of the eight cemeteries
evaluated, three family cemeteries were confirmed to have been relocated from their original
locations for phosphate mining through cross checking burials and accounting for them in the
cemeteries where they were relocated to. Byrd Branch cemetery southwest of Mulberry was the
only one of the eight that was partially destroyed through phosphate. The cemetery and
surrounding acreage were purchased by phosphate companies in 1910. This purchase in addition
to the depletion of natural resources by the turpentine and lumber industry pushed out the local
farming community that used Byrd Branch cemetery as their community burial ground,
eventually resulting in the decimation of the community cemetery through mining activity. When
the IPGS surveyed the area for the cemetery in 1992 they located three headstones and a pair of
footstones. A subsequent field survey in 2000 by the IPGS revealed that two of the previously
located headstones were stolen by vandals (Figure 6.35). Our field survey attempts were met
with access issues due to private property, but seeing as the cemetery was not documented or
protected beyond the research of the IPGS I hypothesize that it has been erased at this point. On
the opposing end of the spectrum Pellum (Pelham) Cemetery (PO08730), a white cemetery was
spared from relocation and destruction. The burial ground is located within the 16,000 acres of
Mosaic’s land in Polk County. This area has now been turned into the Streamsong Resort Gulf
Course. From mining the surroundings to re-development, the historic white family cemetery has
remained untouched and was in fact maintained by Mosaic (Figure 6.36). While the headstones
may be covered in lichen and the fence protecting the burial ground is a bit weathered, the
cemetery is a beautiful model of what could have been saved had Mosaic, the county, and town
officials stepped in before other cemeteries in Polk were destroyed.
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Figure 6.35. Byrd Branch report IPGS (Imperial Polk Geneaological Society (Fla.) 2001:I:20).

Figure 6.36. Field photograph if Pellum (Pelham) Cemetery on Mosaic property facing west.
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There was a surplus of occasions throughout this project in which archival documentation
was inadequate for purposes beyond attempting to locate the last known place of the burial
grounds. Location is obviously extremely important in this process but understanding how these
cemeteries fit within the historic landscape based on the context of the surrounding area quickly
became a necessity in the process. An outcome of this historically poor documentation was
collaboration and communication with various Polk locals that willingly shared essential
information about the cemetery histories.
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Chapter 7: Conclusion and Recommendations
Polk County, a Landscape of Erasure
Black communities around Polk County were thriving by the turn of the twentieth
century despite all that was occurring throughout the nation, and more specifically within the Jim
Crow South. Around the same time, Polk’s industrial staples boomed, summoning new residents
through the convict leasing system and those who needed employment navigating the postemancipation social, legal, political and landscape. However, the opportunities that these
transient residents were faced with were far from promising. These various industries run
primarily by white southern men carried over the ideologies of the antebellum plantation system.
Perpetuating the second-class citizen status and devaluing of Black life simultaneously forcing
marginalized communities into a system where white company owners claimed ownership over
Black labor and therefore Black people (Glave and Stoll 1954:56). In addition to the social,
political, and economic features of Jim Crow, Black segregated laborers had designed their lives
around the constraints that were placed upon them but living in these labor camps resulted in
daily acts of resistance (Nicholls 1999:477). The construction of cultural traditions, music,
folklore, identity, towns, churches, and cemeteries are illustrative of this resistance on the
racialized landscape (Alderman and Modlin 2014:279, Nicholls 1999:476). These tangible and
intangible cultural features of the past are centers of resilience located along the margins of the
racialized landscape where dominance was asserted by the physical, legal, and social boundaries
of segregation (West 2015:683). Marginalized people were relegated to the edges of an
intentionally exclusionary white landscape and continued to be policed throughout the twentieth
century through racial zoning laws, land use, community displacement, redlining, and an
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overabundance of actions imposed by federal, state, and local municipalities (Rothstein
2017:45).
The cemeteries discussed in this thesis were relegated as unvalued in the racialized
spaces of the developing economy, and represent various color lines that were superimposed
onto the Polk landscape. The treatment and ultimate fates of the historic Black cemeteries
previously discussed are demonstrative of necropower and necropolitics. Colonial supremacies
associated with the type of nation building that Vadasaria (2015) discusses transcended the limits
of the landscape of life into the racialized post-mortem landscape as necronationalism. These
segregated cemeteries and associated communities are hallmarks of identity, culture, and
resistance in Polk County that merit recognition, research, documentation, and preservation.
Sacred grounds in the Jim Crow South are representative of struggles and resistance of
marginalized groups faced with unequal distributions of power that have continued to expand
deeply into the structural dynamic of our modern world. Rather than preserving, recognizes, and
sharing the truths of Polk’s history my research suggests that various actions and inactions have
allowed these spaces to become erased entangling them further with the goals of white
supremacy (Vadasaria 2015:119). Examining the erasures, “relocations”, neglect, and dereliction
of historic Black cemeteries reveals the cumulative impacts of white supremacy at the county
scale and provides a model for understanding and recognizing how similar circumstances have
plagued the Jim Crow South.
Throughout this thesis I have intentionally avoided the use of the word “abandoned” in
my descriptions of the cemetery’s statuses and backgrounds because this term carries a negative
connotation and implies intent. At face value, it places the responsibility of perpetual care and
maintenance on the marginalized groups making it seem as though they are the are the party
accountable for the erasure, dereliction, neglect, and destruction of their sacred grounds. As has
been explained in the examples of these instances, the responsibility does not fall at the door of
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those caught in the labor system and within landscape designed by white supremacy. The guilt
falls on the those who held the power to perform land transactions, create zoning laws, carry out
numerous construction projects, and mining operations. Local government entities in Polk
County allowed these spaces to be sold as vacant land during a time when they were aware of the
social, legal, and political limits placed on Black Polk residents. By this, I mean that these
entities were well aware that the Black communities had developed their own churches,
cemeteries, and sites of heritage because legal and social segregation required it. These
responsible parties facilitated the sale of land by white industry businesses owners who had
massive operations employing the majority of Black residents in the county. They often did not
record these burial grounds on property records, deeds, plat maps that would have made their
presence part of permanent county and city documentation. As a result, each of the historic Black
burial grounds discussed in this thesis have been directly impacted by erasure in several ways.
Whether they were erased, destroyed, “relocated”, derelict, or have been made invisible on the
modern landscape, the majority of them are absent in county and local burial ground
documentation, burial records, property records. This research suggests that historic Black
cemeteries in Polk County have been disproportionately impacted by erasure when compared to
historic white cemeteries from the same periods.
The work of this project produced FMSF documentation for a total of 60 historic
cemeteries located throughout Polk County and the findings outlined above promote a better
understanding of the causes of historic Black cemetery erasure as it applies to cemeteries in Polk
County. In Chapter 2, I established my theoretical approach to these instances of erasure.
Employing concepts such as landscape structural violence, critical race theory, necropolitics,
necronationalism, and the color line, I situated these occurrences of erasure in a broader
historical moment that can be applied across the Jim Crow South. As a result of this research, I
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propose that this study can be used as a model for conducting similar investigations throughout
the Jim Crow South on a county-scale. While this study only covers a fraction of the instances
that are waiting to be discussed and rectified throughout the state and within the Southeastern
United States, I urge those pursuing similar work to narrow the focus of these efforts to a single
county. By doing so, this enabled me to spend more time concentrating on the circumstances of
erasure that impacted each individual burial ground. Having ample time to search for the details
of each cemetery’s history, speak with local residents, complete fieldwork, and then situate what
I had observed contextually within a broader understanding of the Jim Crow South resulted in a
more all-encompassing understanding of the patterns of erasure impacting historic Black
cemeteries, without deemphasizing the particulars that were more explicit for Polk County.
Moving forward my hope is that sacred grounds like those that I have evaluated in Polk
County will continue to be recognized and preserved for what they truly are. While the task of
statewide documentation in Florida is a virtuous ambition, I believe that this massive undertaking
is going to require the involvement of local communities, scholars, descendants, and activists
outside of the FL DHR and the SHPO. In addition, I advocate for accountability on the part of
local government entities for their indifferences and inactions that have ultimately led to the
destruction, dereliction, neglect, and erasure of several cemeteries. We, as preservation
professionals, have a shared responsibility to continue working with and for local and descendant
communities. We should continue to engage in research that challenges the skewed historical
narratives that have veiled the presence and value of Black communities in national, state, and
local history. Our role in this research is immense as we are the professionals responsible for
assigning value to the places and materials that represent the past and document collective
memory. In continuing to highlight and work to rectify the impacts of this historic pattern of
erasure we may be able to prevent further loss of heritage and memory. In Polk County, maybe
the younger generations will know that not all of the Black people in Polk were buried in
Bartow. To conclude, I would like to offer the outline below as a general model for communities,
scholars, and the public to pursue similar work on the county scale. These recommendations are
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meant to provide guidance that can be amended to suit each county based on the resources that
are available.
1.

Getting Started
1.

This initial step is where you will accumulate information relevant to
cemeteries in the county to determine what needs to be documented.
1.

Check or request information from the Florida Master Site Files.
Use the information provided to compile a list of what cemeteries
have official state documentation along with their locations and
official site numbers.

2.

Based on county location look for county level ordinances relevant
to historic cemeteries and historic preservation. In addition, search
for city specific ordinances. Inquire with the county and various
cities organizations about local historic landmark programs.
1.

3.

Example resource: https://library.municode.com/

Search available archival information for historic burial grounds
not documented in the Florida Master Site Files and compile a list
of those burial grounds.
1.

Resources such as the 1941 WOA Veteran’s Grave
Registration Archives are available through UFDC (online
collections).
Note: the WPA did not complete documentation in some
Florida counties, these are listed within the beginning pages
of the available archives.
1.

https://ufdc.ufl.edu/results?q=WPA+veterans+grave
+registration
1.

The WPA has much of their work organized
by the city or county, which may simplify
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the search of this archive based on the
county that you are working in.
2.

Federal Historical Archives
1.

Example: Library of Congress
1.

The Library of Congress has digitized
historic Sanborn Fire Insurance Maps. Most
of the Sanborn Maps are publicly accessible,
however, if a map is not available online the
researcher or member of the public can
email a librarian on the website to ask for
assistance.

2.

Sanborn Fire Insurance Maps can be
especially useful when looking at urban or
suburban areas for cemeteries.

3.

Check State or Local Archives for historic maps, aerial
photographs, newspapers, mentions of burials, and other
information relevant to cemeteries.
1.

State specific example: Florida
1.

https://www.floridamemory.com/discover/m
aps/

2.
2.

https://www.uflib.ufl.edu/aerials/

County Specific example: Polk County Historical
Library
1.

4.

https://cdm17277.contentdm.oclc.org

The Property Appraiser: Use the county’s free and
accessible website to navigate the modern landscape. Once
you are aware of the location of a cemetery the property
148

appraiser can aid in understanding if the county is aware of
the burial ground based on Coding, Tax Exemption, and
ownership.
1.

Polk County Example:
1.

4.

https://www.polkpa.org

Additional publicly accessible resources for burial grounds that are
not documented in the FMSF for Florida.
1.

The 2019 UF GeoPlan Center’s “Cemeteries in the state of
Florida” data
1.

http://www.interment.net/data/us/fl/cemeteries-inflorida.pdf

2.

Black Cemetery Network
1.

3.

https://blackcemeterynetwork.org/new-page

Interment networks
1.

https://www.findagrave.com

2.

https://billiongraves.com/search#

3.

https://ldsgenealogy.com/FL/CemeteryRecords.htm

4.

Facebook Groups
1.

There are several hundred active Facebook groups
that center their posts around lost or forgotten
historic cemeteries as well as cemetery
preservation. It is a great idea to join these groups.
Many of the members of these Facebook groups
may be aware of burial sites not documented on the
above websites or they may have additional
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background information not included in map
documents or WPA Archives.
5.

In many instances the archives will come up short. This is an issue
that I encountered during my research, however, I found that
looking for information on historic churches, turpentine/timber
operations, phosphate towns, and historic railroad towns were
extremely helpful in filling in many of the gaps necessary to locate,
identify, and reconstruct a bit of the necessary background history
for historic Black cemeteries.
1.

Shift the focus on your search to examine historic railroad
depots, naval stores, turpentine/lumber operations, and
phosphate operations in your county.
1.

Look for location/background information on
communities, churches, and burial grounds.

6.

Get in touch with local funeral homes and search for burial
records, interment records, and death records pertaining to the
cemeteries you aiming to document. In addition, search for burial
permits which may indicate if a cemetery was used burials or if
burials within the cemetery were ever moved.

2.

Establishing local partner(s) and Reaching Communities
1.

Once you have compiled your archival information, it is best to establish
connections with local churches, local/county museums, historical
societies/organizations, genealogical societies, and preservation offices
through email, over the phone, or in person.
1.

Share your efforts

2.

Ask about archival information, many of these historical and
genealogical societies have collected their own data on county
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cemeteries and burials. They may have information relevant to
your research.
3.

Offer your assistance within their organization, use your inquiries
to bring attention to the matter throughout the county.

2.

After partnering with local organizations, societies, and churches it is
important to make sure that the dissemination of your research continues
to spread within local communities.
1.

Options for spreading the word, offering a space for local
community members to contact you about cemeteries and share
their knowledge
1.

Press releases and Flyers
1.

Can be sent to newspapers, through historical
societies, to churches, and other organizations
detailing research and offering a space for those
interested to contact you or your partners.

2.

Social Media
1.

Do not underestimate social media. Ask those that
you have partnered with to share the project and
efforts with the public, make sure to include
multiple forms of contact information.

3.

Using Field Work to engage and communicate
1.

Speak with community members in the field when
appropriate. This is important if you are pedestrian
surveying, photographing, or recording a property.
Provide information, ask questions, and give
members of the community the chance to share their
knowledge.
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3.

Putting it all together for official documentation
1.

Documenting Cemeteries
1.

Request site numbers from the Florida Master Site File through
email by locating contact information and submitting a “Number
Assignment Request Form”. From this website you can navigate to
the field forms page to download the required Florida Master Site
File Cemetery Form and Cemetery Form Guide.
1.

Contact: locate contact information with the link below
https://dos.myflorida.com/historical/preservation/mastersite-file/

2.

Number assignment request form:
https://files.floridados.gov/media/702390/numberassignme
ntrequest.pdf

3.

Cemetery Form Guide:
https://files.floridados.gov/media/700860/guide_cemetery_
v50.pdf

4.

Cemetery Form:
https://dos.myflorida.com/historical/preservation/mastersite-file/documents-forms/

2.

Other important documents to submit along with the cemetery
form:
1.

Photographs of the cemetery, preferably overview photos
of the burial ground and any notable grave markers.

2.

Background information/archive information/property
ownership information

3.

Location of the cemetery on a map. This can be done by
using ArcGIS online which allows noncommercial users to
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register for free accounts OR the cemetery can be simply
mapped with the border outlined if the recorder is
unfamiliar with GIS.
4.

Compile documents, maps, shapefiles, and email them to
the Florida Master Site File for Submission
1.

In addition, contact the Black Cemetery Network to
register cemeteries with them and FPAN to register
cemeteries in their Arches database.
1.

https://www.fpan.us

2.

https://blackcemeterynetwork.org/contactour
team

4.

Record as local historic landmarks when possible and advocate for local
legislation and the formation of local landmark programs at the county scale.
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Page 1

PO08699
Site #8 __________________
8-1-2021
Field Date________________
Form Date _______________
Recorder # ______________

HISTORICAL CEMETERY FORM
FLORIDA MASTER SITE FILE

Original
Update

Version 5.0

3/19

Consult the Guide to Historical Cemetery Form for detailed instructions.

Amie Missionary Baptist Church Cemetery
Cemetery Name ____________________________________________________________________
Multiple Listing (DHR only) __________
Polk Cemeteries
Project Name ______________________________________________________________________
Survey # (DHR only) _______________
Ownership: private-profit private-nonprofit private-individual private-nonspecific city county state federal Native American foreign unknown
LOCATION & MAPPING
USGS 7.5 Map Name _____________________________________ USGS Date ______ Plat or Other Map ___________________________
Pinellas
Nichols
In City Limits?
yes no unknown County ____________________________
City/Town (within 3 miles) ___________________________
23S
30E
9
Township_______
Range_______
Section__________
¼ section NW SW SE NE Irregular Sect. Name ___________________
Township_______ Range_______ Section__________ ¼ section NW SW SE NE
23-30-09-000000-034070
Landgrant _____________________________________________ Tax Parcel # _______________________________________________
UTM Coordinates: Zone 16
17 Easting
Northing
82.018839
27.887397
Other Coordinates: X: _________________
Y: _________________
Coordinate System & Datum __________________________________
Address / Vicinity / Route to:
Nichols Rd.

Public Tract Containing Cemetery (e.g. park name) ____________________________________________________________________________
HISTORY
Year Cemetery Established __________
Ownership History (especially original owners)

approximately

year listed or earlier

year listed or later

Amie Missionary Baptist Church, Nichols Ranch LLC

Year Burials Ceased, if applicable _________Reason(s) Burials Ceased (describe below)
Unknown

Range of Death Dates: Earliest Year____________ Most Recent Year____________
Acreage Expansions/Dates ____________________________________________________________________________________________
List People Important in Local, State, or National History Buried in Cemetery
Describe Previous Repair, Cleaning or Restoration Efforts
4505 Sirmons Road; Nichols, FL 33863 - Church is located off of dirt road that has no actual
address

DESCRIPTION
company town
epidemic
family
fraternal order
military(not national)
municipal
national
potter’s field
religious
Rural Movement
other(describe): ______________________
White non-Hispanic
Hispanic
Asian
Caribbean
African American
American Indian-tribe: ______________________
other(describe): ______________________
Current Status:
still used for burials
no longer used for burials, but maintained
abandoned
Condition:
well maintained
some areas maintained
poorly maintained
not maintained, but easily identifiable
Local church members remember the cemetery
not maintained, hard to identify
not identifiable but known to exist (explain): _______________________________________
Total # of Graves: ________ Does Total # Include Unmarked Graves?:
yes
no
Describe Evidence of Unmarked Graves (include count) ________________________________________________________________________
Unknown
Total Cemetery Size (give length by width or area, specify ft, m, ac, ha, etc.) ______________________________________________________________
Describe Cemetery Boundary (e.g. “cast iron fence”, stone or brick wall, hedge, etc.) _______________________________________________________
Historical Vegetation (trees, shrubs, flowers) __________________________________________________________________________________
Public Access:
unlimited
restricted: how? ________________________________________________________________________
abandonment
agriculture
mining/timbering
public development
private development
Threats (select all that apply)
desecration/vandalism
other (explain): __________________________________________________________
Associated Historical Properties/Archaeological Remains (non-cemetery) __________________________________________________________
Type (select all that apply)

community
memorial park
prison
Ethnic Group(s) Interred (select all that apply)

Check if Historical Structure Form completed

DHR USE ONLY
NR List Date
_______________
Owner Objection

Check if Archaeological Site Form completed

OFFICIAL EVALUATION

SHPO – Appears to meet criteria for NR listing:
KEEPER – Determined eligible:
NR Criteria for Evaluation:
a
b
c

HR6E048R03 9, effective 05/2016
Rule 1A-46.001, F.A.C.

DHR USE ONLY

yes
no
insufficient info
Date _______________
yes
no
Date _______________
d (see National Register Bulletin 15, p. 2)
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